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“"It is a mischievous notion that we are come late into nature, that 

the world was finished a long time ago. As the world was plastic 

and fluid in the hands of God, so it is ever to so much of his 

attributes as we bring to it. […] They are the kings of the world 

who give the colour of their present thought to all nature and all 

art, and persuade men, by the cheerful serenity of their carrying 

the matter, that this thing which they do is the apple which the 

ages have desired to pluck, now at last ripe, and inviting nations 

to the harvest. The great man makes the great thing. […] A great 

man makes his climate genial in the imagination of men, and its 

air the beloved element of all delicate spirits. That country is the 

fairest which is inhabited by the noblest minds. […] It is for man to 

tame the chaos; on every side, whilst he lives, to scatter the seeds 

of science and of song, that climate, corn, animals, men, may be 

milder, and the germs of love and benefit may be multiplied."  

— Ralph Waldo Emerson 

"The society that separates its scholars from its warriors will have 

its thinking done by cowards and its fighting done by fools." 

— Attributed to Thucydides 
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I. The Problem 

Africa's crisis can be stated in figures before it is stated in arguments. 

Nearly one in five people alive today is African. That fifth of humanity produces 

just about three percent of the world's economic output, roughly two percent of 

what the world manufactures, and something near one percent of its research. 

Measured per person, African economic output runs at about a seventh of 

China's, a twentieth of the European Union's, and a fortieth of America's. As 

much as two in five Africans live without electricity in this 21st century. Only 

fifteen percent of African trade is with other Africans, against more than sixty 

percent inside the European Union. The median African is nineteen years old, 

and by mid-century one in four human beings will be African. 

Read together, those numbers state the problem. Within a single generation, a 

quarter of humanity will be living on a foundation that was never built to carry it. 

Africa suffers a constellation of crises: economic stagnation, political 

dysfunction, institutional weakness, insecurity, educational decline, 

technological dependence, mass poverty. They arrive as separate emergencies. 

They are managed as separate emergencies. They really are symptoms of a single 

condition. 

None of this is in dispute. What deserves more attention than the diagnosis is its 

durability. Governments have changed. Constitutions have been rewritten. 

Development plans have been drafted, funded, celebrated, and quietly shelved. 

Aid has flowed for several decades. Summits convene, communiqués are issued, 

and the fundamental picture holds: Africa and Africans remain impoverished. 

That persistence changes the question worth asking. Cataloguing Africa's 

problems is no longer useful work; any literate African can recite the list from 

memory. The harder question is why so many serious, expensive, 
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well-intentioned attempts to solve them have failed. Why do reforms disappoint 

so reliably? Why does growth so often arrive without development? Why do 

crises that appear unconnected keep reproducing one another? 

The conventional answers all contain something. Colonialism and its long 

afterlife. Corruption. Weak governance. Geography. The terms of the 

international economic order. The most serious of these accounts is the 

institutional one: that nations prosper or decline according to the rules that 

govern them, that inclusive institutions reward innovation, investment, and 

accountability, and that extractive institutions reward predation and concentrate 

power. This is among the most important insights modern social science has 

produced. Institutions shape incentives, coordinate behavior, and determine 

whether a society's talent is cultivated or wasted. 

It leaves one question standing, and everything turns on the answer. Who builds 

institutions? 

They do not arrive from nowhere. Every one of them was conceived, argued for, 

constructed, defended, and periodically rescued by particular people at particular 

moments. Constitutions do not write themselves. Markets do not organize 

themselves. Universities do not build themselves. No state has ever become 

capable by accident. Every durable institution is an intellectual achievement 

before it is an organizational one. Alexander Hamilton's financial architecture, 

which still shapes American life two centuries later, was no automatic 

consequence of independence. It was the work of one man who understood 

public credit more deeply than anyone else in the room and who fought for years 

to be allowed to build it. Botswana in 1966 had a few kilometers of paved road, 

almost no trained administrators, and a place near the bottom of every table in 

the world. What separated it from its neighbors over the following forty years 

was not diamonds. Half the continent has minerals. It was Seretse Khama and a 

small circle around him, who understood exactly what a mineral endowment 
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does to a weak state, who negotiated their agreements on that understanding, 

and who then wrote fiscal rules designed to bind their own successors. 

Institutions, then, are downstream of minds. A society's institutions can be no 

better than the people who imagine, build, and defend them. Strong institutions 

do not remove the need for exceptional minds. They are the accumulated legacy 

of exceptional minds working across generations, hardened into rules. Where 

such minds are plentiful, institutions improve. Where they are scarce, 

institutional reform decays into institutional imitation, and the forms of 

successful societies get transplanted into ground that was never prepared to 

receive them. 

Africa's crisis is therefore intellectual before it is anything else. 

What a population is capable of and what it currently expresses are different 

quantities, and the distance between them is taken up later at length. One thing 

can be said here without settling any of it. A continent holding nearly a fifth of 

the world's people contains, on any account of the matter, far more capable 

minds than are being used. The scarcity lies in how little the specific body of 

knowledge required to build civilizations has been cultivated, transmitted, and 

applied in Africa. 

The claim has a second sense, developed at length later, and the two are 

connected in a way worth flagging now. One is a failure of understanding among 

the people who lead: a poverty of ambition, a habit of thinking small about large 

problems. The other is a measured shortfall in the cognitive capacity of the 

population at large. These are not the same claim, and neither reduces to the 

other. But they are linked, because a society that cannot recognize rigor cannot 

select for it, and an elite drawn from a population never equipped to evaluate 

serious thinking will be chosen on other grounds and will govern accordingly. 
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Civilization-building is a discipline. It concerns how states are organized, how 

industries are created, how institutions are made to outlive their founders, how 

markets are widened, how technologies are absorbed and diffused, and how 

productive capability accumulates across generations. That discipline has 

developed unevenly across much of Africa, and colonialism is part of the reason. 

Its damage was epistemological as well as economic. Colonial administration was 

designed for extraction, and extraction needs clerks. Independence, however 

complete as a political achievement, could not instantly manufacture the 

intellectual traditions through which a society learns to understand itself and 

solve its own hard problems. Many post-colonial states inherited constitutions 

without a constitutional culture, universities without research traditions, 

markets without the institutions that let markets function, and democratic 

procedure without the civic habits that keep democracy alive. 

These inheritances are real, but they are not destiny. The question that decides 

Africa's next century is whether it can produce the minds capable of building 

better ones. 

Serious as corruption, poverty, and colonial legacy remain, none of them reaches 

the bottom of the problem. Africa's deepest enemy is a poverty of ambition: a 

crisis of the small mind. Nothing in that phrase is aimed at ordinary Africans. 

Something more specific is meant. It is the habit of thinking narrowly about 

problems that are systemic, of reaching for incremental repairs where structural 

transformation is required, of mistaking skillful adaptation to a broken order for 

progress out of it. At bottom it is a failure of imagination, and imagination is the 

one input no donor can supply. 

The small mind does not experience itself as small. That is the trap; the cunning 

of its condition. It takes the limits of its own understanding for the limits of the 

possible. It confuses familiarity with truth, imitation with wisdom, motion with 

achievement. It calls itself practical while implicitly conceding that nothing 
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important can change, and calls itself realistic because it has forgotten, or never 

encountered, what serious ambition looks like. 

The pattern repeats across every sector. The founder who sees the immediate 

market and never asks what the economy around it cannot yet make. The 

policymaker who imports an institution wholesale from a rich country without 

asking what fifty years of prior conditions made that institution work. The 

government that announces a reform agenda while the architecture of the state 

beneath it goes untouched. The organization that manages a symptom 

indefinitely and calls the management a solution. 

What results is a society in perpetual motion without corresponding 

transformation. Plans multiply while productive capacity barely moves, and 

universities graduate millions of students a year while generating almost none of 

the knowledge the continent's defining problems demand. The tragedy here is 

activity uncoupled from depth and systematic understanding. 

A general principle is buried in this. The longer a problem survives sustained 

effort, the higher the probability that the effort is aimed at the wrong layer of it. 

A difficulty that yields to ordinary competence does not last a lifetime. What lasts 

is what is being actively regenerated by something nobody is looking at, and 

several decades of failure are not a verdict on African effort. They are 

information about African diagnosis. 

Persistent problems are not deficits. They are equilibria. A deficit is closed by 

supplying whatever is missing. An equilibrium holds itself in place, and every 

actor inside it is behaving sensibly given what all the others are doing, which is 

exactly why it survives the arrival of well-intentioned people carrying resources. 

Most of the failed reforms of the last several decades were not stupid. They were 

reasonable responses to the problem as it had been described to them. The 
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description was wrong, and no amount of execution corrects a wrong description. 

It only arrives at the wrong destination faster. 

The practicality is itself a product of the system it fails to change. Where 

currency, policy, security, and electricity are all unpredictable, the man who 

plans in decades is punished and the man who improvises is rewarded. Short 

horizons are an intelligent adaptation to an environment that penalizes long 

ones. 

The arrangement then defends itself the way arrangements do, by distributing 

standing. The man who executes is visibly busy and can name what he finished 

this week. The man working out what ought to be built cannot, and is judged idle 

by the very people whose cooperation he will need, so practicality confers status 

while conceptual work looks like avoidance until the day it is vindicated, which is 

usually long after it would have helped the person who did it. This is what makes 

short horizons so hard to escape and so expensive to keep, because a society 

composed entirely of sensible short-term operators will go on generating the 

marginal results it has generated for decades, will do so with enormous energy, 

and will call the energy progress. 

The principle holds at one layer and not at the others, and the distinction has to 

be kept clear. A man who needs a job, a shelter, a shop that feeds his household, 

or any other basics of life, needs precisely the practical competence he is bringing 

to it, and under these conditions that competence is hard-won and deserves 

respect. What will not yield to the next obvious task is the arrangement itself: the 

systemic layer, where the thing to be changed is whatever keeps producing the 

problem. 

None of this licenses grandiosity, and none of it is an argument against 

execution. Persistent problems demand a break in the concepts and the 

execution that tests the break, and the two are not rivals for the same ground. 
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Fundamental rethinking is not fundamental intervention, and the confusion of 

the two has produced its own catalogue of ruin, on this continent as much as 

anywhere. Ujamaa was a deep rethinking. So was import substitution. So, in its 

way, was the structural adjustment imposed by people who were certain they had 

located the bottom layer at last. Each was a paradigm-level diagnosis followed 

immediately by a paradigm-level imposition, with no mechanism for discovering 

it was wrong until the cost had already been paid by people who were never 

consulted. A deep diagnosis is perfectly compatible with a modest first move. The 

practical man fails because he sees only what is in front of him. The visionary 

fails because he acts at scale on a model of the whole he has no way to test. The 

discipline is to think at the level of the system and to act at the smallest scale that 

will tell you whether you were right. 

The equilibrium holds, and no progress is made, because Africa's problems are 

wired into one another. The legal order shapes economic incentives. Incentives 

shape political behavior. Political behavior sets educational priorities. Education 

determines the quality of human capital, which governs innovation, 

administrative competence, and the capacity of the state, which loops back into 

the legal order. A civilization operates as an integrated system, and repairing one 

component while ignoring the others buys a few years of improvement followed 

by the same decline. 

So ignorance of the system one proposes to change disqualifies one from 

attempting it. A statesman who does not understand the civilization he intends to 

build has no business building it. A founder who does not understand the 

economy he claims he will transform has no business making the claim. Deep 

problems are not solved by shallow minds. The shallow mind attacks 

appearances instead of causes; it registers events without the structures 

producing them, crises without the machinery that manufactures crises, and so 

each intervention lands on a visible symptom while the architecture underneath 

rebuilds itself undisturbed. 
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And yet nothing about this condition is permanent, and that is the most 

important thing to be said about it. 

In 1980, China's output per head was lower than that of every country in Africa. 

Not lower than the poorest of them. But lower than all of them. Within a single 

working lifetime China became roughly seven times richer per person than the 

African average. Whatever explains that reversal, it was not geography, it was not 

luck, and it was not aid. 

History has never reserved civilization-building for any particular race or 

continent. Every society that today enjoys prosperity, competent institutions, 

and technological depth once stood at a moment when it had none of them and 

no guarantee of getting them. Greatness of this kind gets constructed, and 

construction always begins in a particular kind of mind. A civilization rises and 

falls on the quality of the people operating its machinery. No society has ever 

produced institutions wiser than its wisest builders, or industries more 

sophisticated than the understanding of the people who built them. Civilization 

is organized human intelligence made durable. 

Africa's future therefore depends far less on the discovery of some miraculous 

policy than on the cultivation of a particular kind of mind: the generalist. Not 

merely a better-educated mind but a more comprehensive one, capable of 

moving between economics and politics, technology and history, philosophy and 

engineering, because economics, politics, technology and history are one 

civilization seen from four angles. Every great period of transformation in history 

has been led by minds of this kind. 

In mature societies such minds are valuable without being indispensable. Stable 

institutions absorb ordinary leadership. Established industries keep producing 

under mediocre management. Universities keep reproducing accumulated 

knowledge. Markets keep coordinating with little supervision. The inheritance 
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cushions the cost of incompetence, and a bad decade is survivable. Africa 

possesses no such cushion. Its states are still consolidating, its markets 

incomplete, its industrial base thin, its productive capacity far below potential. 

Under these conditions mediocrity compounds. Weak institutions produce weak 

incentives; weak incentives suppress investment; low investment constrains 

productivity; low productivity entrenches poverty; poverty narrows the political 

horizon of everyone inside it. Nothing in the system exists to break the loop, so 

the loop simply runs. 

This is why Africa, of all places, cannot afford intellectual shallowness. It cannot 

afford leaders who mistake administration for transformation, founders who 

mistake a single commercial success for civilizational progress, scholars who 

retreat into abstraction while the society around them deteriorates, or 

policymakers who substitute imitation for understanding. The moment demands 

people who refuse fragmented thinking, who go looking for first principles before 

proposing solutions, and who accept that you cannot transform a civilization you 

have not first troubled to understand. 

Every age asks something different of the people who live through it. Some 

generations inherit functioning societies and are asked to preserve them. Others 

inherit prosperous ones and are asked to improve them. A rare few inherit 

foundations still waiting to be laid. Africa is living through one of those 

moments. It has not asked for governance or management. It has asked to be 

built. 

II. The Architecture of Prosperity 

That demand forces a question development thinking usually steps around: what 

does prosperity actually consist of, such that producing it is the work of a 

civilization and not the work of a ministry? 
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Begin by rejecting the usual measure. Prosperity is not what a society consumes 

or what its output figures record. It is productive capability: the capacity to solve 

increasingly difficult problems and create ever greater value through human 

ingenuity. What a people can buy this year is a consequence. What they can 

make, know, and build is the thing itself. 

Africa has been offered six theories of where that capability comes from, or of 

why it never arrives, and has now tested every one of them to destruction. 

Natural resources were supposed to be the foundation. The continent has 

them in extraordinary abundance and has been exporting them for a century and 

a half, and the result has been extraction without development. The resource 

curse is not a curse of wealth. It describes what happens when wealth arrives in a 

society lacking the institutional and industrial machinery to convert it into 

anything else, and the wealth then finances the very arrangements that prevent 

the machinery from being built. 

Foreign aid was supposed to accelerate the transformation. It has built schools 

and clinics, vaccinated children, and saved a very large number of lives. What aid 

has not done anywhere on the continent is produce a self-sustaining industrial 

economy. Part of the reason sits with recipients too thin institutionally to absorb 

large sums of external capital well, and that failure is real. But six decades of aid 

aimed specifically at building that capacity have not built it, which points past 

absorption to a cause upstream of it. Aid answers to the people who supply it, 

never to the people who receive it. A donor project succeeds when it satisfies a 

committee in another country; a firm succeeds when it satisfies a customer who 

can walk away and take his money with him. Only one of those arrangements 

generates the information required to improve. Aid can finance the delivery of 

things already known to work. It cannot discover what works here, because it has 

no mechanism for finding out and no penalty for being wrong. 
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Foreign investment was supposed to supply the capital that domestic savings 

could not. But capital is a multiplier of existing capability, not a substitute for it: 

poured into an economy that lacks the institutions, skills, and infrastructure to 

put it to productive use, the investment does not build local capacity so much as 

return to the investor as profit once its work is done. Money multiplies whatever 

capability already exists, including none. 

State-directed development was supposed to substitute deliberate planning 

for the market's uncertainty. Kwame Nkrumah's Ghana, Julius Nyerere's 

Tanzania, and Kenneth Kaunda's Zambia each nationalized their commanding 

industries and directed investment from the center, on the theory that a state 

could allocate capital more rationally than a market it did not yet trust. The 

theory assumed a state can know what a market cannot: which enterprise will 

succeed, which price is correct, which combination of inputs is most productive. 

It cannot. Ujamaa collectivized Tanzanian agriculture and produced falling 

yields. Zambia nationalized its copper mines and built an insolvent state 

company mining a collapsing price. Ghana's state enterprises multiplied faster 

than the administrative capacity to run them. None of this was corruption in the 

ordinary sense. It was central planning meeting the same dispersed-knowledge 

problem markets exist to solve, without the price signals that let a market solve 

it. 

Market liberalization was supposed to finish the job. Withdraw the state from 

the economy, open the borders, sell what the state owned, stabilize the currency, 

and enterprise would fill the space. Two decades of this across much of Africa 

produced deindustrialization, the collapse of infant industries that had not yet 

learned to walk, and the discovery that nothing rushed in to replace them. The 

prescription assumed a market would appear once the state stepped back. What 

appeared instead was the discovery that markets are among the most demanding 

things a state ever has to build. 

12 



Dependency and unequal exchange was supposed to explain why none of 

the others could work. On this account, colonialism did not simply leave weak 

institutions behind. It built a permanent structural relationship in which the 

periphery supplies raw materials and cheap labor while the core supplies capital 

and manufactures, and the terms of that exchange are set by the core's 

advantage, not by the periphery's effort. Prebisch and Singer showed that the 

prices of primary commodities tend to fall against manufactured goods over 

time, which meant an economy built around exporting commodities would fall 

further behind no matter how well it was run at home. The mechanism is real, 

and the terms-of-trade problem has recurred often enough to be taken seriously. 

What the theory cannot explain is the variance next door. Two economies can 

occupy an identical position in that same global order, similarly poor, similarly 

colonized, exporting the same raw materials into the same terms of trade, and a 

generation later one has transformed and the other has not. Dependency theory 

has nothing to say about that difference, because the external constraint was the 

same in both cases. A theory that assigns the whole outcome to a system nobody 

inside it can change gives a builder nothing to do. 

The first three of these theories locate the source of prosperity outside the society 

that has to produce it: in the ground, in foreign goodwill, in foreign money. The 

next two locate it correctly, inside the state, and then make opposite errors about 

what the state should do with it: one has it try to replace the market's judgment, 

the other has it abandon the market's construction entirely. The sixth denies the 

premise shared by all the others, that anything internal to the society matters 

much at all. 

The fifth of these theories came closest to a truth it did not understand. Markets 

are civilization's coordination technology, the only known solution to a problem 

no central authority has ever solved: knowledge is dispersed. No government 

knows in advance which enterprise will succeed, which technology will prove 

transformative, or which combination of inputs will turn out most productive, 
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because that information does not exist in any single place. It exists in fragments, 

in the heads of millions of people, most of whom could not articulate what they 

know. Prices aggregate those fragments and direct resources toward their most 

productive uses through voluntary decisions taken by people who will personally 

bear the cost of being wrong. Markets also make possible the specialization and 

exchange through which capability deepens. Adam Smith's insight has lost none 

of its force: the division of labor is limited by the extent of the market, and a 

society that trades narrowly will think narrowly, because nobody in it can afford 

to know one thing extremely well. Africa trades with itself at roughly a quarter of 

the rate prevailing inside the European Union, which is both a cause and a 

symptom: economies built to ship raw materials outward have little to sell one 

another, and having little to sell one another, they never developed the 

specialization that would give them more. 

But a market is a built thing. It requires enforceable contracts, secure property, 

courts that function without payment, money that holds its value, weights and 

measures that mean the same in two cities, roads and ports and power, and a 

state capable of preventing the strong from simply taking what they want. Every 

one of those is a public capability, and none of them appears spontaneously. The 

societies that industrialized fastest did not discover markets lying in the ground. 

They constructed them, usually at enormous administrative effort, and often 

before anyone in them had heard the word. 

State capacity is therefore the precondition of markets, not their 

opposite. 

Africa's characteristic failure has been governments of wide scope and thin 

strength. They attempt to direct industries they cannot administer, own 

enterprises they cannot run, and set prices they cannot calculate, while failing at 

the narrower tasks on which every market depends: securing a contract, 

delivering electricity, collecting a tax, staffing a customs post with people who are 
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not for sale. The remedy for a state doing too many things badly is a state doing 

fewer things extremely well. Reducing scope without building strength leaves a 

society with neither planning nor markets, which is where the structural 

adjustment programs of the 1980s and 1990s left much of this continent. 

This is what successful transformations actually look like, and it does not repeat 

the central-planning error. Meiji Japan, Otto von Bismarck's Germany, Park 

Chung-hee's Korea, and Deng Xiaoping's China each built formidable 

administrative machinery first and then used it to construct the conditions in 

which private enterprise could operate at scale: development banks, technical 

education, infrastructure, standards, and above all a discipline on the firms they 

supported, which had to prove themselves by exporting into markets that owed 

them nothing. 

The pattern is not confined to states that industrialized under authority. Britain 

built its textile industry behind navigation acts, import prohibitions, and a navy 

that kept the sea lanes open, and moved toward free trade once it held a lead 

worth defending. America spent its first century behind some of the highest 

tariffs in the industrial world, and built the canals, the land-grant universities, 

and the railroads that made a continental market possible. Both arrived at 

openness from a position of capability, and in that order. 

Rwanda under Kagame is the clearest African attempt at the same sequence, 

rebuilding administrative capacity from almost nothing before asking the market 

for anything. 

Whatever else is disputed about these regimes, the order of operations was not 

an accident. None of these was laissez-faire. None was central planning either. 

Each was a capable state building a market and then submitting its own favorites 

to that market's judgment. 
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Which is why prosperity cannot be fully designed. Deng did not design modern 

China. He built conditions, and what grew inside them exceeded anything he had 

in mind and, in several respects, anything he would have chosen. Korea's 

planners did not foresee Samsung as it now exists; they built a development 

bank, an export discipline, a steel industry, and a national obsession with 

engineering, and the companies that emerged from that soil went where no 

planner had pointed them. Prosperity emerges as much as it is engineered. It 

arises from millions of decisions, experiments, failures, and adaptations made by 

people the architect will never meet. 

The founder's task and the statesman's task are therefore the same in kind. 

Neither designs the future. Each understands the conditions from which a better 

future can emerge, and builds those conditions well enough that it does. 

Those conditions are specific, and there are five of them. 

Institutions come first: the formal and informal rules that make creation, 

investment, and innovation the rational choice for a person who could just as 

easily extract, evade, and hedge, together with the administrative capacity to 

make those rules real. A rule nobody can enforce is a wish. This foundation 

determines the answer to the only question every economic actor is really asking, 

which is whether the effort is worth it here. 

Knowledge is second: the accumulated scientific, technical, and organizational 

understanding that lets a society produce more from the same materials. It 

behaves unlike any physical input. It grows through discovery, spreads through 

teaching and interaction, costs almost nothing to copy, and compounds across 

generations. Sub-Saharan Africa spends on research and development at roughly 

a fifth of the world average as a share of output, which is a decision about 

whether the continent intends to generate knowledge or continue renting it. 
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Human capital is third: the education, skill, judgment, and health of the 

population. Knowledge has to live inside people before it can reshape anything, 

and every institution, firm, and government is only the sum of the individuals 

composing it. This is where the poverty of ambition does its quietest damage. A 

society can expand enrollment for thirty years and still fail to produce the few 

thousand people capable of running a power grid, a central bank, or a 

semiconductor supply chain. And beneath the few thousand stand the many 

millions whose average capability determines what those few thousand can 

actually build with. Complex production is a chain, and a chain pays out at the 

value of its weakest link, which is why a society's average matters as much to 

what it can manufacture as its best minds matter to what it can invent. Health 

appears in this foundation for a reason that is almost never examined, and it is 

the most upstream item in the entire architecture. 

Capital is fourth: the accumulated savings and physical assets, from machinery 

and infrastructure to laboratories and industrial plants, that let a society turn 

knowledge and skill into output at scale. Capability that cannot be financed 

remains a private virtue. 

Technology is fifth: the application of knowledge to production. It converts 

understanding into machinery, infrastructure, and industrial process, and every 

major technological revolution in history has also been a revolution in how a 

society harnesses energy. Two in five Africans living without electricity is an 

industrial fact before it is a humanitarian one. A continent that cannot reliably 

power a factory cannot host a prosperous economy. 

Where the five foundations and the market mechanism meet, they produce 

organizations: the firms, universities, banks, and laboratories through which 

productive work actually gets done. Organizations sit downstream of all five. 

ASML spent two decades and billions of dollars learning to print circuits with 

light, a technique that powered a generation of advanced chips, and it could do 
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so because a corporate research laboratory had spent years on precision physics 

with no product in view, because Dutch technical universities produced 

engineers in the quantity such work consumes, because two centuries of 

accumulated European optics stood behind the lenses, because capital was 

available to fund the whole development before the first sale, and because 

customers were willing to co-finance a bet none of them could guarantee. The 

organization is where the foundations meet: the vessel, not the ingredient. 

Entrepreneurs do the combining. They live in the gap between what is known 

and what has been done, and their work is to keep recombining the five 

foundations into new organizations, products, and industries. Entrepreneurship 

in a developing economy is the mechanism by which everything else becomes 

real. 

The foundations compound. Capable institutions attract investment in 

knowledge and people. Knowledge raises the return on capital and drives 

technology forward. Educated populations produce better institutions and 

stronger organizations. Technology widens the frontier within which capital and 

markets operate. Markets reward the combinations that work and destroy the 

ones that do not, freeing their inputs for something better. Run together, this 

becomes a self-sustaining expansion of productive capability, and it is the entire 

reason the gap between rich and poor societies keeps widening. Run in reverse, 

the same logic produces decline, each weakness amplifying the next with equal 

efficiency. 

Africa's stagnation consists of five interdependent failures reinforcing one 

another across generations, with neither a capable state nor a market mechanism 

strong enough to arrest the drift. 

Two strategic consequences follow, and they matter more than any policy 

recommendation could. 
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The first is that the foundations cannot be built in sequence. Institutions first, 

then knowledge, then human capital, then capital, then technology is an intuitive 

program and a guaranteed failure, because each isolated gain gets eaten by the 

weaknesses left standing around it. Educate a generation into an economy with 

no industries and you have financed emigration. Build a factory in a country with 

no power and no contract enforcement and you have built a monument. Every 

society that transformed itself quickly strengthened these foundations together, 

though the pace and emphasis differed enormously between them. 

The second is that this kind of coordination cannot be done by specialists 

working in isolation, and it cannot be done from a blueprint. Because the 

outcome emerges, the people who have led such transformations never needed a 

detailed plan of the future. They needed a deep understanding of how the 

conditions interact, and the capability to build them against the resistance of 

inertia, vested interest, and the strong preference of every existing arrangement 

for its own survival. 

Understanding of that kind is rare in any period. It becomes indispensable in one 

particular kind of period, which history has a name for. 

III. The Heroic Age 

Africa is in its Heroic Age. 

Heroic Ages are the rare intervals in a civilization's life when the foundations are 

not yet laid, the institutions have not yet hardened, and the future remains 

radically open. They are the periods when states are forged, industries born, 

markets organized, and the intellectual architecture of a society first imagined by 

people who have no working model to copy. Every civilization now standing 

among the world's most advanced passed through one. Britain, France, 

Germany, the United States, Japan, Israel, South Korea, China: not one of them 
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inherited greatness. Each built it in a compressed interval when the fundamental 

work was still undone and could still have gone differently. 

Such ages are widely misunderstood. They come neither from extraordinary 

individuals alone nor from favorable conditions alone, but from the collision of 

both. Geography, resources, geopolitical pressure, accumulated capital, and 

sheer timing all determine what is available to be done. The American republic 

emerged on a vast continent with commercial networks already thickening. 

Britain's industrial revolution rested on centuries of prior commercial expansion 

and the resource flows of empire. South Korea's transformation unfolded under 

the strategic urgency and financial patronage of the Cold War. China's opening 

coincided with a Cold War rift that made the United States a willing partner in its 

economic reintegration, at the exact moment global manufacturers were 

searching for cheaper capacity. But opportunities do not organize themselves, 

resources do not build institutions, and capital has never industrialized a country 

on its own. Every structural advantage has to pass through human intelligence 

and will before it becomes anything at all. Circumstance opens the space. Minds 

decide what gets built inside it. 

Here a serious objection arises, and the answer must be taken seriously: has 

Africa not already had its Heroic Age? 

The anti-colonial generation confronted a civilization in crisis, rejected an 

intolerable order, and laid foundations where none existed, under conditions of 

danger and scarcity that are easy to forget from a distance of several decades. 

Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere, Obafemi Awolowo, Nnamdi Azikiwe, Nelson 

Mandela and their contemporaries won political sovereignty, wrote 

constitutions, created national institutions, and gave a fractured continent the 

beginnings of a shared political identity. To diminish that would be to misread 

history badly. 
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The objection nonetheless rests on three misunderstandings, and each one, 

examined closely, strengthens the case for a present Heroic Age. 

The first concerns what defines a Heroic Age. Its outcome defines it: 

whether the foundations required for broad prosperity were in fact laid. Neither 

the ambition of a founding generation nor the sincerity of its effort can 

substitute. An attempt that leaves the foundational work undone has been 

interrupted. By that standard the independence generation's age remains open. 

Political sovereignty was won, permanently and irreversibly, and it was worth 

every life it cost. The economic productivity, institutional quality, and 

technological capacity that sovereignty was meant to make possible were never 

built, and no interpretation is required to see it. It is visible in every instrument 

by which human flourishing is measured. 

The second concerns how many Heroic Ages a civilization is allotted. 

History does not ration them at one per people. It generates them whenever a 

society confronts a demand for foundational reconstruction at a new layer of its 

architecture. Britain passed through the Tudor consolidation, then the Industrial 

Revolution, then the postwar construction of its welfare state and its place in a 

new international order, each a distinct refounding answering a distinct crisis. 

Japan's Meiji Restoration was neither its first transformation nor its last. 

America's constitutional founding was followed by Reconstruction, and 

Reconstruction by the New Deal, each rebuilding a different level of the national 

structure. Civilizations that mistake the end of one chapter for the end of the 

book are precisely the ones that decline. The question is never whether a Heroic 

Age has happened. It is whether the present hour demands another. 

The third misunderstanding is the deepest, and it concerns what any 

particular Heroic Age is required to accomplish. A Heroic Age answers 

the specific foundational challenge that history has placed in front of a 

civilization at a specific moment, and general summonses to greatness have 
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nothing to do with it. What the independence generation faced was a political 

challenge: ending colonial rule and asserting the sovereign right of Africans to 

govern themselves. At that task, the actual demand of its hour, that generation 

succeeded, and its success belongs among the great collective achievements of 

the modern world. 

But a political founding is not an economic one, and history shows that the same 

generation rarely completes both. The framers of 1787 built America's political 

architecture; the economic founding, with its railroads, its manufacturing 

revolution, its financial system, its land-grant universities and industrial 

consolidations, took a different generation an entire century afterward. Britain's 

constitutional settlements preceded its industrial revolution by over a hundred 

years. Meiji Japan is very nearly the only case of one generation attempting both 

at once, and it required the full coercive power of the state, an unusually 

disciplined elite, and the particular geopolitical window of the late nineteenth 

century to come as close as it did. 

Africa's independence generation faced conditions that made an economic 

founding impossible alongside the political one. That is a description of what 

they inherited, not an excuse offered on their behalf. The institutions handed to 

them were colonial by design and extractive in purpose. The economies were 

configured to ship raw materials out and bring manufactures in. The men and 

women who won independence had spent their formative decades on the 

liberation struggle itself, which is where their expertise necessarily lay. The 

economic Heroic Age could not have happened then, because the demand of that 

hour was political, and history seldom permits one generation to answer two 

foundational demands at once. 

What now stands before Africa is that second, deferred demand. The world the 

continent competes in is organized around technological capacity, industrial 

depth, institutional quality, and the ability to generate and apply knowledge at 
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the frontier. Political sovereignty has proved necessary and insufficient for the 

flourishing independence promised. What this chapter requires is economic 

sovereignty and productive capability: the capacity to make things, know things, 

and build things at a level other nations must reckon with. Nothing in this 

repudiates the last Heroic Age. It is the work that generation began and, by the 

force of its circumstances, was compelled to leave unfinished. 

The materials available to this generation are also unlike anything our 

predecessors could draw on. A continental free trade area is in force across a 

market of more than a billion people, the largest in the world by number of 

member states, and trade has begun moving under it. Digital and globalization 

infrastructure has collapsed the distances that confined African enterprises to 

local markets for centuries. There is an educated class larger than any previous 

generation could recruit from, a diaspora holding capital and technical skill, and 

a first cohort of African technology companies that reached serious scale, which 

matters mainly as proof: what Lagos, Nairobi, Cairo, and Cape Town have built, 

the rest of the continent can build. None of this is achievement. It is raw 

material, and raw material has no opinion about whether it gets used. Treaties do 

not integrate markets; firms trading across borders integrate markets, and 

someone has to build those firms. Should a reader a generation from now find 

these conditions still unexploited, that will not refute this manifesto. It will be its 

proof. 

So Africa stands in an age of construction. Optimization belongs to a later age, 

and the difference decides what kind of mind is useful. 

Mature societies face problems of refinement. Their institutions broadly 

function, their industries exist, their legal traditions have accumulated over 

centuries, and the task is to improve what is already standing. Such societies 

reward specialization, and rightly: the engineer who knows one field 

exceptionally well and the economist studying one narrow question both 
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flourish, because the surrounding architecture of civilization already exists to 

carry their work and translate it into effect. 

Heroic Ages demand something else. Where institutions are unfinished, 

specialization alone cannot deliver, because the binding constraint is 

coordination. Economic development waits on political stability. Political 

stability waits on institutional legitimacy. Institutions wait on education, and 

education on culture. Industry requires finance, infrastructure, energy, 

technology, and competent government simultaneously, and the absence of any 

one of them is sufficient to stop the rest. Nothing here can be treated as an 

isolated problem because nothing here exists in isolation. The defining figure of 

such an age is the generalist systems-builder, someone able to hold the whole 

civilization in mind while coordinating the specialists working inside it. Such 

people see relationships where others see disconnected events. They build 

architectures instead of projects. 

This is a structural necessity, and the historical record is consistent about it. 

In statecraft, the great founders were never confined to politics. Benjamin 

Franklin moved between science, diplomacy, publishing, and institution-building 

because the American founding demanded competence across all of them. 

Hamilton treated public finance, constitutional design, manufacturing, and state 

formation as one integrated problem, which is why his solutions held. Mustafa 

Kemal Atatürk rebuilt Turkey by transforming its legal system, its military, its 

language, and its public institutions at the same time. Otto von Bismarck fused 

industrial development, military reform, and social insurance into a single 

national strategy. Lee Kuan Yew approached housing, education, industrial 

policy, and public administration as components of one design. Africa's own 

most capable builders understood this instinctively. Muhammad Ali Pasha, 

Nkrumah, Nyerere, Seretse Khama, Awolowo, Michael Okpara, Thomas Sankara, 

and Paul Kagame differ enormously in ideology, method, and success, and not 
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one of them believed national development could be delegated to a single 

ministry. 

In commerce, the pattern repeats. John D. Rockefeller treated extraction, 

refining, transport, and finance as inseparable elements of a single industrial 

position. J. P. Morgan treated banking, industrial consolidation, and national 

credit as one responsibility, and twice acted as a central bank because his country 

did not yet have one. Jamsetji Tata built steelworks, hydroelectric power, and a 

research institute in a colonized country, on the theory that India could have no 

industry without first having engineers, electricity, and science of its own. He 

was right, and the institutions he founded outlived the empire he founded them 

under. 

In scholarship, the same breadth. Alexis de Tocqueville was studying the 

civilization democracy would produce, not merely democracy. Ibn Khaldun tried 

to explain the forces by which civilizations cohere, decay, and collapse, and 

largely succeeded four centuries before anyone else attempted it. Smith was after 

the moral and institutional order within which prosperous societies become 

possible, and markets were one part of that inquiry. 

These figures differed in profession, temperament, century, and creed. What they 

held in common was a refusal of fragmented thinking, and an insistence on 

understanding before intervention, architecture before optimization, first 

principles before technique. They thought in wholes because the problems in 

front of them existed in wholes. That is the standing requirement of every Heroic 

Age. 

This moment waits on formation. It waits on minds trained, organized, and 

willing to think at its scale, and that is where the shortage lies. Africa produces a 

great many people who can imitate a successful society, and very few who can 

construct one. It has administrators of inherited dysfunction in abundance and 
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founders of new systems in scarcity. What it needs are coordinating minds 

capable of judging which problems matter most, how they interact, and in what 

order they must be attacked. 

The age calls for an uncommon kind of person: statesmen with the discipline of 

scholars, scholars with the urgency of builders, entrepreneurs who understand 

political economy as well as they understand markets, institution-builders who 

think at once like historians, economists, engineers, and philosophers. For such 

people shallow thinking is a moral failure, an intellectual failure, and an 

instrumental one, because their understanding, or their ignorance, will be paid 

for by millions of people across several generations. 

Emerson observed that the knowledge that in the city there is a man who 

invented the railroad raises the credit of all the citizens. Civilizations are judged 

by what they produce: their institutions, industries, ideas, and builders. Africa 

has enough people reconciled to small ambitions. It needs inventors of railroads, 

in government, in business, in scholarship, in engineering, in finance. It needs 

men and women whose ambitions are proportionate to the age they were born 

into. 

IV. The IQ Question and Its Avoidance in Africa 

A Heroic Age is begun by exceptional people. It is carried by ordinary people. 

Everything argued so far concerns the first. But no civilization is only its 

architects. Institutions conceived by exceptional minds are operated by whoever 

is available to operate them, and a founder of the first rank set down among 

people who cannot hold a specification, follow a rule they did not write, or judge 

what he is selling will spend his working life on problems that are not his own. 

He will file all of it under operational difficulty, because from inside a company 

that is what it looks like. 
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So the average matters, and what governs it cannot be avoided by anyone serious 

about this continent. There is a measure of it, and the measure works. That 

sentence is where most African conversation on this subject stops, so it is where 

this one begins. 

People who do well on one kind of mental task tend to do well on others. 

Someone strong at verbal reasoning is more likely than chance to be strong at 

spatial reasoning, at arithmetic, at holding several things in mind at once. There 

was no reason to expect this in advance. It could have been that verbal skill and 

numerical skill were unrelated, the way height and eyesight are unrelated. But 

they are related, everywhere anyone has checked, in every population and every 

language, and the pattern is strong enough that a single underlying factor can be 

extracted from it statistically. Psychometricians call it general intelligence, or 

simply g, and it is a stubborn feature of the data that has survived a century of 

people trying to make it go away. 

Tests of it are imperfect, and every measurement of anything important is 

imperfect. A thermometer does not capture everything about a fever and a 

balance sheet does not capture everything about a company, and both remain 

worth having, because a measurement earns its place by carrying information 

about something real. The test for whether IQ does that is simple: does it 

predict? It predicts. Measured cognitive ability forecasts educational attainment, 

the complexity of work a person can do, income, and health outcomes decades 

later, and it continues to forecast them after researchers control for family 

background, parental education, and measures of motivation and 

conscientiousness. Those controls do not absorb it. Something is left over, which 

means the measure carries information about a person's future that his 

circumstances and his diligence do not. 

The comparison to rival measures is not close. Across the personnel-selection 

literature, cognitive ability sits at or near the top of every instrument tested 
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against hiring outcomes, decades of studies, thousands of jobs, and it is beaten 

only by watching someone actually perform the task in question, which is not 

usually available before you hire him. Personality inventories, unstructured 

interviews, years of experience: none approaches general intelligence or g in life 

outcome predictability. It forecasts a worker's output in his first month on a job 

and the rate at which his performance keeps improving years afterward, in 

occupations that involve machines as readily as in occupations that involve ideas. 

Long-running studies of people identified as unusually able in adolescence find 

the same pattern extended to its far end: among people already selected for high 

ability, those still higher within that group go on to hold more patents and 

publish more research, decades later, than those only slightly lower. 

That is the whole empirical claim, and it is unremarkable in every field except 

this one. In this one it is fought, and the objections are not numerous. They are a 

small set, repeated, and each fails in a way worth naming, because a reader who 

cannot see how they fail will be persuaded by whichever one reaches him first. 

The most popular of these objections carries a scholarly name attached, Howard 

Gardner's theory of multiple intelligences, which proposes that musical, bodily, 

interpersonal and other intelligences stand alongside the analytical kind as 

equals. The appeal is obvious: if everyone possesses some intelligence, no 

measurement can wound anyone. The difficulty is that Gardner never derived his 

categories from the data. He proposed them, and when researchers tested 

whether his intelligences behave as independent capacities, they found the 

opposite. They intercorrelate, and a general factor runs through them, which is 

precisely what independent capacities do not do. What Gardner identified is a 

mixture of narrower cognitive abilities, personality traits, and physical talents, all 

of them real and none of them a substitute for the thing being measured. The 

theory is taught in teacher-training colleges across this continent, parroted in 

schools, family dinners, and social media, but has essentially no standing in the 

field it claims to belong to. 

28 



The only objection with genuine technical content is that the tests are culturally 

loaded, and it deserves a real answer. Some tests are obviously culture-bound. 

Vocabulary items are. Questions requiring familiarity with particular objects or 

story conventions are. Sitting an examination is itself a practiced skill. All true, 

and psychometricians have known it for decades, which is why instruments were 

built specifically to strip the loading out. Raven's Progressive Matrices present 

abstract visual patterns with a piece missing and ask which piece completes the 

sequence: no language, no cultural content, no schooling required to attempt 

one. Performance gaps do not vanish on those instruments. In several studies 

they are wider, which is the reverse of what the bias explanation predicts. There 

is a second test of the claim, and it is decisive. If an instrument is biased against a 

group, it should systematically underpredict how that group performs in the 

world. Study the predictive validity across groups and this generally does not 

appear. Scores forecast outcomes at broadly similar rates for everyone, which 

means the instrument is measuring something real in both cases and not 

mismeasuring one of them. 

Some researchers in this field have held views ranging from unattractive to 

repellent, and this is a fact about those men, not a fact about their data, and 

treating it as one is a formal fallacy wearing a moral costume. Findings are 

refuted by examining methods and attempting replication. If the character of the 

researcher settled the validity of the result, every finding produced by someone 

sympathetic to Africa would have to be accepted without inspection, which is the 

flattery this document exists to refuse. A rule that cannot run in both directions 

is not a rule. The legitimate version of the objection should be conceded: 

researchers with a prior make motivated choices about samples and about how 

loudly they announce their uncertainty, and that is an argument for reading 

methodology closely. It is what the field's own critics did, and it is why the 

national estimates have moved in both directions since, corrected up by one 
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challenge and pulled back down by the next, which is what scrutiny is supposed 

to produce. 

African physicians prescribe drugs developed in foreign laboratories. African 

engineers use equations derived by Europeans. African central banks run 

frameworks theorized at Western universities, and African universities teach 

thermodynamics from textbooks written elsewhere. Nobody demands a domestic 

derivation first, because the drug works and the bridge stands. Knowledge does 

not carry a passport, and the alternative position, that a claim's validity depends 

on the ancestry of whoever produced it, is the exact doctrine used to dismiss 

African scholarship for two centuries. It does not improve when the direction of 

travel is reversed. 

The same evasion has a respectable form, and it is far more common than the 

crude version. Very few educated Africans reject Western research as such. What 

happens instead is that scrutiny intensifies precisely when the finding is 

unflattering. Sample sizes that would pass unremarked in a nutrition study 

become disqualifying. Ordinary methodological limits become fatal. A demand 

appears that African researchers must first validate the work, a demand made 

nowhere else in African intellectual life, and applying a standard harder when the 

answer is unwelcome is rigor's performance, staged for an audience that has 

already decided what it wants to hear. Two features of the field are almost never 

mentioned by people making this argument. The scholars who published the 

most damaging methodological criticism of the original national estimates, and 

who arrived at higher figures using stricter sampling, were themselves not 

African: the correction came from inside the same tradition by the same 

methods. And the same body of work reports East Asian averages above 

European ones, a result that indicts the researchers' own populations and that 

nobody has ever called racist. The accusation attaches to one direction of finding, 

not to the method that produced both. 
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Every one of these objections takes a real consideration and asks it to do work it 

cannot do. Some tests are culturally loaded, which is true, and it gets treated as 

settling the entire measurement question. Some researchers were bigots, which 

is true, and it is treated as settling the data. The findings were once used to 

justify conquest, which is true, and it is treated as settling their truth. This is the 

signature of a particular failure: not ignorance of the facts, but an inability to 

hold a consideration in proportion, to grant a point, size it, and see that it does 

not reach the conclusion being drawn from it. Following it requires carrying 

several distinctions at once: between an individual and a population, between a 

floor and a ceiling, between what a measure is and what it causes. None of that is 

beyond a competent reader. All of it is beyond a reader who loses one variable 

while holding four. 

Which produces the uncomfortable observation that completes this part of the 

argument. A public conversation is a sample of the reasoning available in a 

society. Africa's conversation about cognitive capacity is conducted largely by 

educated people, recurs in near-identical form across decades, and displays with 

unusual clarity the exact deficits it exists to deny. 

The outlier fallacy is the most common instance, and it is worth naming as one. 

Pointing at an African surgeon in London to settle a question about a 

population's average confuses the existence of a tail with the location of a mean, 

which is a first-year error in a subject nobody was taught. That a claim of this 

shape circulates for decades among educated people, unchallenged and treated 

as decisive, is itself a data point about the reasoning available to challenge it. 

Two things must be said alongside that, and both are load-bearing. The first is 

that incentive supplies much of the motive independently of capacity. A man 

whose funding comes from institutions with stated commitments, whose 

standing depends on not being the one who said this aloud, and whose 

community will charge him for saying it, has ample reason to evade regardless of 
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what he is able to understand. Many who produce these arguments understand 

the evidence perfectly well and have calculated, often correctly, that engaging it 

honestly would cost more than it returns. That is cowardice, and it should be 

called that, not confused with incapacity. The second is that this is a statement 

about a distribution and not about any person, and abandoning that distinction 

here would be absurd. There are people on this continent who could take any 

argument in this document apart. Finding them is what the rest of it is about. 

But at scale the two causes compound, and the compounding explains why the 

pattern has lasted. Incentive supplies the motive to evade. Thin analytical 

capacity supplies an audience that cannot detect the evasion. An argument that a 

room of competent statisticians would dismantle before lunch circulates for forty 

years because the rooms it circulates in cannot dismantle it, and the people who 

could are not in them. There is a practical consequence, and it belongs in a 

document about building things. A society cannot reason its way out of a 

condition it cannot reason about. The first return on raising the cognitive floor is 

a population that can be told the truth about why the floor needed raising. 

Nothing established so far says anything about why any population scores as it 

does. Measurement and cause are separate questions, and running them together 

is the error committed with equal enthusiasm by people who want the numbers 

to be destiny and by people who want them to disappear. That a test is valid tells 

you it is measuring something. It does not tell you what produced the thing being 

measured, and the second question is where the argument actually lies. That 

question comes next. 

V. What Average IQ Does to a Society 

Ask what a country's average cognitive capacity is worth and the intuitive answer 

is: not much, at the level of the individual. Talent is personal. Some people have 

more, some less, and each carries the consequences of his own. The evidence 
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says something close to the opposite, and it is the single most important finding 

in this territory. 

Garett Jones established, across extensive cross-national work, that the average 

score of a person's country predicts that person's income more powerfully than 

his own score does. Read it twice. An individual of given ability earns 

dramatically more in a high-average society than an identical individual earns in 

a low-average one, and the distance between those two lives exceeds the distance 

between a clever man and an ordinary man inside either country. Every capable 

Nigerian who has emigrated and multiplied his earnings several times over 

without becoming any more able has run this experiment personally. Very few 

have named the mechanism, and almost none have drawn the conclusion, which 

is that most of what a person's capability is worth belongs to the population he 

works inside, and not to him. A capable man born into a low-average society has 

been deprived of the larger part of what his own capability would otherwise have 

paid him. The relationship is not an impression. Lynn and Vanhanen's 

cross-national data puts national average score and income per head closely 

enough related to explain roughly a third of the variance in a country's wealth, 

and nearly half the variance in how it ranks against every other country. 

That is a strange result until you ask what production actually requires. Michael 

Kremer's answer, published in 1993, is named after the O-ring: the small rubber 

seal whose failure destroyed the space shuttle Challenger in 1986, killing its crew 

seconds after launch, a machine of extraordinary sophistication brought down 

entirely by one cheap part that failed. Making anything complicated requires 

many tasks done in sequence, and the value of the finished thing depends on all 

of them going right, not on the average going right. A car assembled from 

excellent components with one bad weld is a recalled car. Software with one 

catastrophic bug in an otherwise elegant system is not slightly less valuable 

software. So the quality of output is closer to the product of the contributions 
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than their sum, and multiplying by a small number destroys everything built by 

the other terms. 

Four consequences follow, and each one describes something visible on this 

continent. Numbers cannot replace quality: three people who each make 

frequent errors do not substitute for one who rarely does, because in 

multiplicative work each of them introduces a fresh opportunity for the whole 

thing to fail. Capable people end up working with capable people, not from 

snobbery but because a person's output depends on everyone whose work 

touches his, so his interest is in being surrounded by people who do not ruin 

what he makes, and this happens in every economy without anyone planning it. 

Poor countries therefore make simple things: where average capability is low, 

complex multi-stage production becomes uneconomic, because errors compound 

faster than value accumulates, so firms stay small, production chains stay short, 

and output concentrates in primary goods. Nobody prefers raw commodities. 

That is simply the only kind of production that survives the error rate. And the 

returns to acquiring skill fall, which is the cruelest of the four. In an environment 

full of bottlenecks, becoming excellent yields less than it should, because your 

excellence is squandered by whatever fails around you, so fewer people bother. 

The environment that most needs skill offers the weakest reason to acquire it. 

Put those together and the result is a trap that requires nobody's malice to 

operate. Kremer's own term for it is a national low-production equilibrium: 

societies that are identical in every visible respect settling permanently at 

different levels, because each level is self-sustaining. That is the mechanism 

underneath Jones's finding. A capable man in a low-average country is not 

underpaid because someone is cheating him. He is underpaid because the 

multiplicative value of his work keeps being destroyed by the terms surrounding 

it. 
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The direct estimates of where Africa sits have been fought over for several 

decades, and the fight is worth reporting accurately, because the range itself is 

informative. Richard Lynn and Tatu Vanhanen put the sub-Saharan African 

average near 67 against a British norm of 100. Jelte Wicherts and colleagues 

went at the methodology, showed that the exclusion criteria had pushed the 

figure down, and arrived at about 82 once the omitted studies were restored. 

Lynn and Meisenberg answered that many of those restored samples were 

unrepresentative elites and returned a figure of 68. Heiner Rindermann, working 

the same ground, has put it near 75. That dispute is unresolved and should be 

reported as unresolved, but notice what none of the parties to it claims. Nobody 

in that argument puts the figure at 100, or near it. The disagreement is over 

whether the shortfall is one standard deviation or nearly two, and every 

participant agrees it is large. 

The obvious objection to all of this is that Africa is not a country. It is fifty-four of 

them, with different histories, languages, colonial inheritances and levels of 

development, and lumping them into a single average looks like exactly the 

crudity this argument is supposed to be attacking. The objection is fair and it 

merits a straight answer. 

The variation is true, and it is nowhere near large enough to rescue anything. The 

spread across African countries in the academic datasets runs from the high 

fifties to the low eighties, which means the best-performing African country still 

sits below the level that ordinary European and North American populations 

reach, which is 100, and the worst sits close to two standard deviations beneath 

it. There is no African country whose measured average approaches 100. The 

argument does not depend on treating the continent as uniform; it depends on 

where the entire range falls, and the entire range falls low. 

The distribution inside that range matters more than the range itself, and it runs 

the wrong way. Some of the highest African figures belong to Mauritius and the 
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Seychelles, countries with very small populations. The lowest belong to countries 

that are large or that have been at war. In between sit Nigeria, Ethiopia, and the 

Democratic Republic of Congo, each with populations in the hundreds of 

millions or approaching it, none of them anywhere near the reference level. An 

unweighted average of country averages therefore flatters the continent, because 

it counts the Seychelles and Nigeria equally. Weight the figure by the number of 

people actually living under it and it falls, because the countries where most 

Africans live sit well down the table. 

This is also the level at which the rest of this argument has been conducted. A 

continental free trade area, a continental market, a continental diaspora, a 

continental technical workforce: the manifesto has treated Africa as a single unit 

throughout, because that is the unit at which the opportunity exists and the unit 

at which a founder building for the continent has to think. The cognitive question 

is asked at the same altitude as everything else, and a builder who wants the 

continental market has to accept the continental average that comes with it. 

The average sets what a country can build. It does not set what a country can 

invent, and here a second finding matters. Work at the frontier is done by people 

well above the average: research, advanced engineering, the design of 

institutions, the founding of complex firms all draw from the top of a distribution 

rather than its middle, which raises a question with an unpleasant answer. What 

happens to the top when the middle moves? Cognitive ability is distributed in the 

familiar bell shape. Most people cluster near the average, and numbers thin out 

rapidly as you move away from it, which is what makes the arithmetic brutal. In a 

population averaging 100, one person in 44 clears 130. Move the average down 

by fifteen points, to 85,  a single standard deviation, and one in 741 clears it: the 

average fell by fifteen percent, the frontier-capable population fell by a factor of 

seventeen. Move it to 75, the middle of the disputed range for Africans, and one 

person in 8,139 clears 130, a collapse of 185 to one against a population 

averaging 100. 
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The same displacement has to be read at the middle of the curve as well as its 

edge, and there the meaning is harder to state politely. No real national 

population averages 130, but the figure is worth stating as the ceiling: a society 

where the ordinary citizen operates at a level clinicians reserve for the gifted, 

where the median plumber or shop clerk could join a specialist program 

elsewhere. A population averaging 100 is simply the reference case: a country 

where half its people fall in the ordinary range that most rich nations occupy, and 

where the education system, the civil service, and the professions are staffed by 

people built for exactly that kind of work. A population averaging 85, one 

standard deviation down, is a society where the typical person sits in what 

clinicians call low average: still fully capable of a skilled trade or a supervised job, 

but with a thinner margin for multi-step reasoning, and where the number of 

people able to manage a complex bureaucracy or a demanding technical role is 

already visibly smaller. A population averaging 75 moves the ordinary citizen 

into the borderline band, five points above the threshold of 70 at which an 

individual would be assessed for intellectual disability, and in a rich country such 

a child would already have drawn attention from a school or a doctor. 

Now shift the view from the person to the country. A population whose center of 

gravity sits at 75 is not a population containing some people who score there. It is 

a population where that is the ordinary case, the unremarkable person, the 

median citizen who draws no attention at all because everyone around him is 

much the same. On a bell curve that number is also the mode, the single score 

that turns up more often than any other individual result in the population, the 

one most likely to appear if you tested one person at random. Nothing in that 

sentence describes any individual African, and every distribution contains its full 

range. But a society is staffed from its middle, and this is what Africa’s middle 

looks like: fewer people able to run the tax office, qualify the engineer, or 

administer the hospital, a consequence of where the ordinary case sits on a scale 

everything else was built to assume, and nobody's failure. 
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This is why population size alone does not determine the size of a technical 

workforce. A continent several times more populous than another can still field a 

smaller technical workforce, because what determines the size of that workforce 

is the share of the population standing above a threshold, not the size of the 

population itself. Population does not explain the gap. Neither does spending. 

Neither does effort. It is what the shape of a statistical distribution does when its 

center is displaced. The researchers who have tested this directly, comparing 

what a country's top few percent predict against what its average predicts, find 

the top performing better as a forecaster of patents, scientific output, 

government effectiveness, and the rule of law. Honest critics note the two are so 

tightly correlated that separating their effects is statistically hard, and that 

caution belongs here. What the finding establishes with confidence is that the tail 

matters enormously, not that it matters to the exclusion of everything else. 

The average and the tail are not competing explanations. They do different jobs. 

The tail determines what a country can conceive. The average determines what it 

can build without the thing falling apart. A society with a strong tail and a weak 

average produces brilliant designs that cannot be manufactured, excellent laws 

that cannot be administered, and a small number of remarkable men whose work 

does not survive them. A society with a decent average and no tail executes 

competently and originates nothing. A society poor in both has no such 

compensation to fall back on. It cannot conceive, because the tail that would do 

the conceiving is thin, and it cannot execute, because the average that would do 

the building is low, and the two shortages are not a coincidence: a low average is 

what thins the tail in the first place, by the arithmetic already given. 

Development requires both a tail and an average, which is why every account of 

it that fixes on one and ignores the other has been wrong. 

Institutions are weak here in Africa, trust between strangers is thin, and horizons 

are short, and these are usually treated as conditions a builder must endure. 

They are partly outputs. Higher-scoring populations wait longer before 
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consuming, cooperate more reliably with people they will not meet again, and 

operate more effectively inside elaborate rule systems, which is exactly what a 

court, a tax authority, or a procurement process is. A society staffed by people 

who cannot hold complex rules in mind, or cannot see why applying them 

consistently matters, will not produce impersonal institutions no matter how 

well the rules are drafted. Rules are written by a capable few. They are executed 

by everybody. 

One pattern in that cross-country data needs stating on its own, because it is the 

strongest single form the argument takes. No country with high measured 

cognitive capacity is poor unless its economy has been politically suppressed, and 

no country with low measured capacity is rich unless it is sitting on large rents. 

The exceptions in both directions are not anomalies waiting to be explained 

away; they are explained, and by known mechanisms. Vietnam, Moldova, and 

China through most of the twentieth century scored well above what their 

incomes suggested, and each spent decades under a system that prevented 

capability from converting into output. Qatar, Norway, and the Gulf states earn 

far above what their measured capacity predicts, and each sits on a windfall large 

enough, divided among few enough people, to lift income without developing a 

proportionately broad productive economy. 

That last qualification matters more than it appears. A resource windfall raises 

income mechanically, but only as far as the rent per head reaches. Nigeria, 

Angola, and the Democratic Republic of Congo all have oil or minerals in 

quantity, and none of them appears in the overperforming group, because a 

modest rent divided among a very large population barely moves the average. 

The rent has to be enormous relative to the number of people sharing it before it 

can substitute for what the people themselves can build. 

Strip out the politically suppressed and the resource-rich, and what remains is 

tight. Rindermann and Becker, using a measure that combines psychometric 
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scores with international student assessments, put the correlation between a 

nation's mean cognitive ability and its output per head at .82. The robustness is 

more telling than the coefficient. Jones and Schneider ran over thirteen hundred 

growth regressions across every plausible combination of explanatory variables, 

and measured cognitive ability came out statistically significant in more than 

ninety-nine percent of them. 

A separate research program reaches the same structural conclusion by a 

different road, working from international test scores, not IQ instruments. Eric 

Hanushek and Ludger Woessmann find that a country's initial wealth alone 

predicts about a quarter of how fast its economy grows over the following 

decades. Add the measured cognitive skill of its population to the same model, 

and the explained share rises to about three quarters, and years of schooling stop 

predicting anything once actual skill is accounted for. 

The school data behind that finding says the same thing in a different currency. 

Roughly one young Sub-Saharan African in twenty reaches basic competence in 

reading, mathematics and science. In North America it is about three in four. In 

South Asia, a population genetically distant from both, about one in nine. 

That last figure sits nearer Africa's than America's, and a careless reading could 

mistake the proximity for evidence of shared ancestry. It is not. Development 

economists have long documented what is called the South Asian enigma: child 

malnutrition and stunting across South Asia have run as high as, and by some 

measures higher than, Sub-Saharan Africa's for decades, despite considerably 

stronger economic growth over the same period. Two populations with no close 

genetic relationship arrive at similar early damage through the same nutritional, 

public-health, and educational failure. That is strong evidence that 

environmental mechanisms can produce similar cognitive outcomes across 

genetically distant populations, making ancestry alone an insufficient 
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explanation. It is, in fact, a sturdier version of the point than a smooth gradient 

across three continents would have been. 

Two consolations are usually reached for at this point, and both are the same 

move: pointing at visible African excellence to avoid an average. 

The first points to the domains where African achievement is most conspicuous. 

Africans compete at the highest level in football, in athletics, in music, in 

entertainment, and the achievement is real and should not be diminished. It is 

also beside the point. These are not domains that load heavily on the cognitive 

capacity or general intelligence, g, being discussed, and more importantly, 

excellence in them does not compound. One brilliant footballer does not make 

the next footballer better. One brilliant engineer inside a firm of engineers does, 

and that difference is the whole of Kremer's argument. A country can lead the 

world in a discipline where talent is individual and still be unable to run a power 

grid, because the grid requires the kind of excellence that multiplies through 

other people's work and the sport does not. 

The second points to individuals: the Nigerian consultant at a global firm, the 

Ghanaian researcher running a laboratory abroad, the Kenyan engineer at a 

company whose products the whole world uses. Each is real, and each is held up 

as evidence about the population he came from. He is not. A tail and a center are 

two separate properties of one curve, and knowing that a distribution reaches a 

long way out tells you nothing about where most of it sits. Every African 

professional excelling abroad passed through a sequence of filters, on ability, on 

ambition, on family capital, on tolerance for risk, and on the bureaucratic 

competence an immigration system demands, and each filter moves the selected 

group further from the population it came from. A country's emigrants are the 

least representative sample it produces. 
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Before the causes are taken up, one premise has to be stated, because almost all 

resistance to this subject rests on leaving it unstated. Every serious account of 

human biological variation traces that variation to evolution. Populations 

separated for tens of thousands of years, under different climates, diseases and 

diets, came to differ in pigmentation, bone density, disease resistance, 

metabolism, altitude tolerance. Nobody finds those observations offensive. The 

unspoken assumption underneath most resistance to the cognitive question is 

that evolution shaped every human organ except the one that thinks, that the 

brain alone stood outside the pressures that shaped everything else. That 

assumption has no scientific standing. Anyone who accepts evolution has already 

accepted that variation in cognitive traits is possible in principle, and a document 

that argued otherwise would be practicing the evasion it spends these pages 

criticizing. 

Possible in principle and established in fact are different things, and on the 

second the honest answer is that nobody knows. Heritability within a population 

is high and rises with age; that is among the most replicated findings in the 

behavioral sciences. But within-population heritability does not settle 

between-population difference, and the instruments that might settle it do not 

presently work. Polygenic scores built on European samples lose most of their 

predictive power when applied to African genomes, and family-based designs 

have shown that much of what population-level scores appear to predict reflects 

population structure and the effects of relatives, not direct genetic effect. The tool 

is confounded by exactly the kind of structure a between-population comparison 

would turn on, and it fails hardest on the population in question. Anyone who 

tells you the matter is settled, in either direction, is describing his politics. 

But the level is the level, whatever produced it. A continent at that measured 

level for Africans cannot presently staff complex production at scale, cannot 

presently run impersonal institutions at scale, and cannot presently generate a 

frontier workforce proportionate to its population. Every one of those follows 
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from the mechanisms above, and none of them is altered by how the level came 

about. 

The obvious objection now arrives, and it is correct. Cognitive capacity is itself a 

product of development. Well-fed children with treated water, absent parasites 

and functioning schools score higher, so a poor country is poor partly because its 

people score low and its people score low partly because it is poor. This is a 

genuine circle, and pretending otherwise would be dishonest. It is also the reason 

the subject is avoidable: a problem that causes itself invites the conclusion that 

nothing can be done, which is the comfortable conclusion. But circles are not 

sealed. They are entered at their weakest point, and this one has three. 

The first is that the biological floor can be raised without anybody's 

comprehension or consent. Iodized salt requires no citizen to understand thyroid 

hormone. Deworming requires no parent to follow the argument. Iron 

fortification of staple flour is a regulatory instrument, executed by a handful of 

officials, costing a rounding error against what it returns. School quality can be 

raised the same way: better-trained teachers, more instructional time, and 

curricula that teach a skill and not merely cover it are administrative decisions, 

not referenda, and a ministry can act on them before a single parent has been 

consulted. None of these interventions need a population that grasps them. They 

need a small number of people with authority who do, and that is cheap enough 

that no country on earth is too poor to take some of it. 

The second is that the existing tail can be concentrated before the average moves 

at all. This follows directly from the multiplicative logic. If capable people 

working together produce vastly more than the same people scattered, then a 

firm, a cluster, a school or an institution that deliberately gathers the capable 

creates a pocket where complex production is possible even though the 

surrounding society could not support it. Every industrial cluster in history has 

been this, and so is Ethiopian Airlines, and so was Nnewi with almost nothing 
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else going for it. A country cannot raise its mean in a decade. It can build 

environments in a decade where the mean inside the walls is high enough to 

make things the country outside them cannot. 

The third is that the intellectual formation of individuals runs far faster than the 

biology. A man's cognitive floor was set before he could speak. What he 

understands about markets, institutions, history, systems and science can be 

transformed in years, and this is the lever available to a private institution 

operating now, without waiting for a state to act. 

So the sequence is not mysterious, and it does not require solving the circle 

before beginning. Raise the floor with interventions that need no 

comprehension. Concentrate the tail into environments that can build complex 

things immediately. Form the minds of the people already capable of being 

formed. Let the three converge across a generation. The alternative is to keep 

insisting the question is illegitimate while tens of millions of African children 

lose capacity every year to causes that were solved elsewhere before their 

grandparents were born. That is the actual cost of the taboo, and it is paid by 

people who have never heard of it. 

It is now very important to state what the argument of this section amounts to, 

because it is more radical than the sentence that opened it. 

The conventional accounts of African stagnation each name something real. 

Colonialism did lasting damage. Corruption does divert what would otherwise be 

invested. Geography is unhelpful, and the terms of trade have not been kind. But 

each is offered as one cause among several, and each is treated as though naming 

it were the same as explaining the outcome. 

Cognitive capacity is the variable that connects them, and it does so through 

three mechanisms already established here, none of them requiring assertion. 

Institutions and trust track measured capacity across nations, which is Jones's 
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finding, so the institutions the conventional account treats as an independent 

cause are partly an output of the variable underneath. Complex production pays 

out at the value of its weakest link, which is Kremer's, so what an economy can 

manufacture is bounded by its average and not by its ambition. And the 

frontier-capable population collapses non-proportionally as an average falls, 

which is arithmetic, so the thin technical class every account notices is a 

consequence and not a puzzle. 

Three separate mechanisms, none of them speculative, all converging on the 

same variable. Africa's problem is therefore first an intelligence 

problem, and not only in the sense that its leaders think too small. It 

is the measured cognitive capacity of the general population.  The 

other causes are important, and fixing them in isolation is why several decades of 

serious effort have produced so little. 

A reader who accepts all of that can still object that the circle makes priority 

arbitrary. If capacity and development each produce the other, why call one of 

them foundational? Because the conventional causes each explain how Africa 

became poor, and none explains why it stayed poor once the cause was gone. 

Colonial administration ended several decades ago. Commodity prices have run 

through several full cycles. Governments have fallen, constitutions have been 

rewritten, aid regimes redesigned many times over. If any of those were the 

binding constraint, its removal should have produced convergence somewhere 

on the continent. It did not. Something survived every one of those changes and 

went on producing the same result, and that is what a foundational variable does. 

The two directions of the circle are also not symmetrical. Development raises 

capacity slowly, indirectly, and only where a state is already competent enough to 

deliver nutrition and healthcare and schooling, which is to say only where some 

capacity already exists. Cognitive capacity raises development directly and 

without prerequisite. A loop that can be entered cheaply from one side only has 

an upstream end, and the evidence says it is entered through the children. 
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What follows from that is a claim about sequence, not about permanence. 

Nothing else works at scale until this moves, which is why the interventions 

above are the precondition of development policy and no mere supplement to it. 

It does not follow that a builder must wait. The three entries above exist precisely 

so that work can begin while the average is still low, and a founder who 

concentrates the capable into an enclosure is operating correctly inside the 

problem, not postponing it. The order is sequential. It is not blocked. 

Reality is not obliged to flatter anyone. A finding stays true when it is unwelcome 

and false when it is consoling, and the answer to an uncomfortable measurement 

is a better measurement, not a quieter conversation. 

Which leaves the builder with an obligation he has probably never considered. A 

founder thinking about human capital thinks about hiring, training and 

retention: the people he can reach. Most of the people he will need have not been 

born, and whether they arrive whole is being settled now, in households he will 

never enter, by choices no company records and no market prices. 

That is the constraint bearing down on the next generation. The one bearing 

down on this one is visible already, in what a society at this measured level has 

made of itself. 

VI. A Society That Cannot Explain Itself 

A population's measured capacity shows up in what a society talks about, what it 

dismisses, and what it can explain to itself. 

Where one young person in twenty reaches basic competence in reading, 

mathematics, and science, systematic understanding becomes socially invisible. 

Most people cannot perform it, and, more consequentially, cannot recognize it in 

anyone who can. A society in that condition never weighs rigor and rejects it. It 

has no instrument for identifying rigor in the first place. 
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What follows is what a population at that level produces, and treating it as a 

cultural quirk to be scolded misses the mechanism entirely. 

The result is a preference for the practical, stated as a virtue and enforced as a 

norm. Results are what count. Theory is an indulgence. History, economics, 

political theory, mathematics beyond arithmetic, the systematic study of how 

societies actually work: all of it gets filed under academic exercise, which is the 

local term for knowledge that has never been asked to justify itself and could not. 

The cost is visible in ordinary commercial life. A founder builds for a market he 

has never sized in the only terms that determine whether it can pay him. He has 

not asked what output per head is in the country he is selling into, how it has 

moved over thirty years, what share of it reaches a household as disposable 

income, or how any of that compares to the markets whose business models he is 

copying. He maps his addressable market with the confidence of a man who has 

never encountered the aggregate figures that bound it. Then the revenue does not 

come, and the failure arrives as a mystery, or gets assigned to execution, to 

competitors, to bad luck. He was defeated by an arithmetic he never learned to 

perform. 

The same illiteracy runs through the people who have made development their 

subject. Ask someone who has spent a career on African development what 

output per head is in his own country, how it has changed since independence, 

which countries were poorer than his in 1970 and are richer now, and what 

accounts for the difference. Very few can answer. Fewer still find the question 

strange. A discipline whose practitioners do not know the basic quantities of 

their own object is not yet a discipline. 

Beneath the ignorance of the numbers sits a harder problem. For much of this 

continent, the numbers were never reliable to begin with. 
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When Ghana revised its national accounts in 2010, measured output rose by 

more than sixty percent, moving the country from low income to middle income 

in a single announcement. Nigeria revised in 2014 and its economy grew by 

eighty-nine percent overnight, from two hundred and seventy billion dollars to 

five hundred and ten. Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia all revised in the 

same period, some of them doubling. Nothing was built in any of those 

announcements. What changed was the measurement, and the measurement 

had been wrong for decades while policy was made on it. 

A country that cannot state the size of its own economy to within half is 

governing by guesswork carrying an official seal. 

The gap is not confined to economics. Nigeria last attempted to measure the 

religious composition of its population in 1973, and the result was never 

published, amid allegations that the count had been falsified. The most recent 

published figure is from 1963. A country of more than two hundred million 

people cannot say what it is made of, and has not been able to for two 

generations. 

Where causes cannot be established, causes get supplied. About seven in ten 

Nigerian adults believe that spells, curses, or other magic can influence the 

course of a life. This is usually treated as a religious fact. It is more useful as an 

epistemic one. A population that assigns outcomes to unseen agency has not 

been equipped to assign them to mechanism, and the belief sits comfortably 

alongside a degree, an office, and a title. 

The pattern appears wherever a claim requires holding a mechanism in mind 

against intuition. Biological evolution is the clearest case, because accepting it 

demands deep time, population thinking, and the idea that structure arises 

without a designer, all held together against strong intuitive and religious 

resistance. Rejection of it is no African peculiarity, and a third of Americans 

48 



reject it too. What it offers is a reliable indicator of whether a population has 

been equipped to reason about mechanism at all, and on that indicator Africa 

performs as its proficiency figures predict. 

The compounding cost is the loss of feedback. 

A society learns from failure only if it can identify what failed. Where attribution 

is unreliable, failure teaches nothing, and the same errors remain available to be 

repeated indefinitely with complete sincerity. This is why so many arguments on 

this continent run for decades without resolution, and why a man can hold a 

position for a working life without ever being obliged to update it. Nothing in the 

environment corrects him. 

None of this stops at the level of the general population, and the assumption that 

it does is the last comfortable belief available here. 

An elite is drawn from the distribution beneath it. Where selection into power 

runs on patronage, it draws from the middle of that distribution and not its tail. 

But the deeper problem survives even honest selection, because a society that 

cannot evaluate rigor cannot select for it. Credentials can be purchased. 

Reputation tracks visibility. Selectors who lack the understanding to assess 

substance assess proxies, and the proxies are gameable by precisely the people 

least worth selecting. 

And the capable man who does reach a position of consequence meets a 

constraint nobody warns him about. He can only do what the people around him 

can be brought to understand. His officials must execute a policy whose logic 

they cannot follow. His public must bear costs whose purpose they cannot see. 

His critics will attack him in terms with no relation to what he is attempting. The 

pressure runs toward simplification, then toward abandonment, and most men 

take the simplification. The society then concludes that the ambitious approach 

was tried and failed, when what failed was its transmission. 
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At which point the standard consolation arrives. 

The selection argument has already been made and does not need repeating. 

What has not been said is that the same fallacy has a commercial form, and that 

one is more common still. Someone built a great company without any of this, 

therefore the understanding does not matter. Nobody claims it is impossible. The 

claim is that he would have gone further with it, that the people around him 

limited what he could reach, and that a continent producing such men by 

accident at a low rate would produce them deliberately at a high one, if the 

systematic understanding were widespread. 

What decides a country's trajectory is not its tail. It is its mean. 

So the argument closes on itself. Measured capacity is low, whatever its causes. A 

population at that level cannot sustain a culture that prizes systematic 

understanding, because it can neither perform it nor recognize it. That culture 

then declines to cultivate the capacity, and the next generation arrives with the 

same measured level and inherits the same contempt for the one thing that 

would raise it. 

This is an equilibrium, and it holds itself in place without anyone intending it. 

Exhortation will not break it. The practical men will not break it, being its 

product and its most confident defenders. 

It will be broken, if it is broken at all, by a small number of people who go and 

acquire the understanding anyway, and who then build something with it that 

the society around them could not have built. One kind of person does that for a 

living. 
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VII. The Founder 

This manifesto is addressed to everyone animated by great ambition and serious 

intellectual purpose: scholars, statesmen, scientists, engineers, financiers, 

institution-builders. No civilization has ever been built by one kind of person, 

and every one of them depends on the coordinated excellence of many. But one 

figure occupies a position of unique consequence in the age now beginning, and 

so the manifesto is written for him above all. The founder. 

Civilizations are not built by ideas alone. An idea has to harden into an 

institution before it outlives the person who had it. Institutions have to be built 

into working enterprises before anything is produced under them. Enterprises 

have to accumulate into industries, and industries are the material foundation on 

which millions of ordinary lives are organized. A civilization is judged by what it 

produces, not by what it imagines, and its prosperity rests on organizations 

capable of converting knowledge into production, invention into industry, and 

ambition into something that outlasts the ambitious. That conversion is the 

founder's work. The philosopher extends the boundaries of thought. The scientist 

discovers how the world actually works. The statesman sets the rules by which a 

society governs itself. The founder turns possibility into production, determining 

what a society makes, how it exchanges, what it can build, and in the end the 

material conditions its people live under. 

Founders matter in every Heroic Age. They matter more in Africa's Heroic Age. 

In mature economies, exceptional founders still create industries and move 

technological frontiers, but they do so on top of a dense inheritance: stable 

institutions, deep capital markets, world-class universities, sophisticated supply 

chains, a century of accumulated industrial habits. Their task is to extend a 

finished architecture. In Africa the architecture itself is missing in places. Entire 

industries do not exist. Financial systems are incomplete. Manufacturing 

ecosystems are shallow, scientific research is barely connected to industrial 
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production, and infrastructure fails predictably. Building a company here is 

therefore never only that. The work is commercial, institutional, technological, 

and civilizational at the same time, and it includes constructing some part of the 

economic architecture inside which future companies and future founders will be 

able to exist at all. 

The founder in Africa is not entering a market. He is helping to create one, and 

this changes what the job actually is. 

A founder who sees the immediate commercial opportunity may build a 

profitable company. A founder who understands the structure of the economy 

builds capabilities that thousands of later enterprises will depend on. The first 

captures value that already exists. The second creates the conditions for value 

that does not. 

Henry Ford did not simply manufacture automobiles. He reorganized 

production, wages, logistics, and consumption into a system, and in doubling his 

workers' pay he created the customers his own industry required. Shibusawa 

Eiichi, the father of Japanese capitalism, founded something in the region of five 

hundred enterprises and considered none of them his real work; what he was 

building was the banking system, the commercial law, the exchange, and the 

industrial organizations that a modernizing Japan would stand on. Their 

companies mattered because each embodied a theory of the civilization it was 

being built inside. The enterprise was the instrument, never the object. 

The same distinction is visible on this continent, in both directions. Ethiopian 

Airlines was built over several decades into the largest carrier in Africa by a state 

that decided a country needs pilots, engineers, maintenance capability, and a 

training academy before it needs a flag on a fuselage; it now services aircraft for 

airlines that were once its instructors. M-Pesa created Kenya's payments market 

rather than entering it, and gave a generation of Kenyan companies 
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infrastructure that existed nowhere in the world a decade earlier. Nnewi's 

auto-parts manufacturers built a real industrial cluster out of trading capital and 

reverse engineering, without electricity commensurate with the name and with 

almost no institutional support, which demonstrates both what African 

industrial capability can do and the ceiling it hits when the surrounding 

foundations are missing. 

What those cases have in common is worth naming, because it is the mechanism 

and not the anecdote. Each gathered capable people into an enclosure and made 

something inside it that the surrounding economy could not have made. A 

founder cannot raise a country's average. He can build a place where the average 

inside the walls is high enough to do work the country outside them cannot, and 

every industrial cluster or technology ecosystem in history has been some version 

of that. 

Every great founder begins by understanding the system he intends to change. 

He asks what capability the economy lacks, not just what he can sell. He asks 

what architecture is absent, not just where the market is. He knows that 

prosperous civilizations rest on layers of productive capability accumulated 

across generations, and he measures his ambition by the permanence of what he 

leaves standing. 

There is an obvious objection here. Founders cannot substitute for the state. A 

company cannot enforce a contract, secure a border, or educate a nation. And if 

state capacity is the precondition for markets and not their alternative, the 

question sharpens instead of dissolving: what exactly is a founder supposed to do 

in a country whose state is weak? 

The answer is that the relationship runs in both directions. Industries create the 

tax base that funds a capable administration, the technical class it recruits from, 

the constituencies that demand competence, and the concrete interests that 
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make predictable rules more valuable to powerful men than arbitrary ones. A 

state with nothing to tax but resource rents has no reason to become good at 

anything except collecting them. This is the historical sequence wherever 

transformation has actually occurred. Capable states and capable firms built each 

other, in a loop, over decades, and neither waited for the other to finish first. The 

founder does not replace the state. He changes what the state finds possible, 

what it can afford, and what it will be pressed to become. And he has every 

reason to press, since he will be the first to suffer from the incapacity he 

tolerates. 

For this kind of founder a company is never merely a company. It is an 

instrument for enlarging the productive capacity of a civilization. Every factory 

widens what a society can make. Every technical breakthrough widens what it 

can know. Every serious financial institution widens what it can afford to 

attempt. Every enduring enterprise widens the range of futures available to the 

people who come after. 

The inverse holds with equal force. Every decade Africa fails to produce founders 

equal to its age is a decade in which someone else decides what its markets sell, 

what its people make, what choices are possible for its people, and how many of 

them stay poor. Nobody stole those decisions. They were left on the table. The 

cost is not counted in lost profit but in the distance between the life a man is 

living and the one he would have lived, across a generation that will never know 

what it was denied, or by whom. 

History will place other foundational demands before Africa; it keeps producing 

them. But no generation answers the demand made of it twice, and the terms 

harden with every decade the answer is postponed. A founding moment rewards 

the men and women who recognize it while they are standing inside it, and 

passes by those who mistake it for ordinary time. 
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What Africa's Heroic Age demands, then, is a founder equal to its scale: someone 

who studies history as seriously as he studies markets, who understands 

institutions as deeply as he understands technology, who treats finance, 

manufacturing, infrastructure, education, and governance as one interlocking 

system, and who brings the patience of an institution-builder to work a 

speculator would rush. Someone whose ambition reaches past a successful 

company to the productive foundations of a civilization, and who can carry the 

weight of that intention for thirty years without putting it down. 

Such men are rare in every generation. Whether Africa realizes its potential in 

time depends, more than on any policy or any election, on how many of them 

emerge while the window is still open, and on whether anything exists to find 

them, back them, and hold them to the standard. 

That is what The Strategic Founder was built to do. 

VIII. Enter The Strategic Founder 

Every civilization, at its decisive moments, has needed people of uncommon 

vision and uncommon courage: its founding figures, its bringers of fire, the ones 

who saw what others could not, did what others would not, and built what others 

had declared impossible. 

The Strategic Founder exists to find them in Africa, and to back them. 

That requires stating the claim explicitly and defending it, because it is 

unfashionable. Civilization does not advance by accident or by the anonymous 

movement of the masses. Events matter. Institutions matter. Laws, culture, 

capital, and circumstance all matter enormously, and nothing argued so far has 

suggested otherwise. But none of them has a will. They are instruments awaiting 

hands capable of directing them, and at every founding hour a few individuals 

arrive who can direct them. 
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The obvious objection is that this reverses cause and effect. Great men, the 

argument runs, are produced by their conditions and do not produce them; 

Andrew Carnegie without the railway boom is a competent telegraph clerk, and 

Rockefeller without Pennsylvania oil is a careful bookkeeper. The objection is 

partly right, and admitting it costs nothing, since the honest claim was never that 

individuals matter and structures do not. Institutions shape the minds that later 

reshape institutions. The loop runs in both directions and has done so for as long 

as there have been societies. 

What matters is where in that loop a society happens to be standing. 

In a mature civilization, structure explains most of the outcome. The institutions 

are set, the industries exist, the rules are enforced by people who did not write 

them, and a mediocre leader is absorbed without much damage. Individual 

variance is real and small. In a founding period the ratio inverts. When the 

institutions have not hardened, when the industries do not yet exist, when the 

rules are still being written, the identity of the person writing them determines 

what millions of people will live inside for the next century. Structure is thin, and 

agency is correspondingly enormous. 

This is why the Heroic Age theory of history and the Great Man theory of history 

are the same argument stated at two scales. Not a claim that individuals always 

dominate history. A claim that they dominate it at precisely the moments Africa 

is living through, which is also why the cost of wasting such people is highest 

exactly when a society can least afford it. 

And Africa wastes them at scale. Her most capable and most ambitious people 

are held back by poverty, constrained by inherited expectation, starved of capital, 

and unsupported by the kinds of institutions willing to back them at the level 

their ambitions require. Some of them emigrate. Most simply scale their lives 

down to fit what is available, and never learn what they might have done. Each of 
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those is a private disappointment. Together they are a civilizational loss, and it 

compounds, because the institutions those people would have built are the same 

institutions that would have found the next generation of them. 

The Strategic Founder (TSF) exists to interrupt that tragedy. 

As a firm, TSF finds heroic thinker-founders, forms them, and backs them, in 

that order. Formation comes first because it is the binding constraint. In a fragile 

system the thing a founder most lacks is rarely capital and almost always 

comprehension. 

Where infrastructure is unreliable, regulation unsettled, currency unstable, and 

trust thin, nothing can be assumed, and a founder who can only execute inside 

stable rules will find no stable rules to execute inside. He has to think for the 

system and not merely within it: to ask what is actually broken here, which 

invisible forces are producing the breakage, and what has to exist before his own 

enterprise becomes possible at all. No pitch deck answers those questions. No 

minimum viable product answers them. Only a formed mind does, which is why 

what we are building is less a platform for builders than a forge for 

philosopher-generals, and why the capital follows the formation and never 

substitutes for it. 

The firm rests on four principles: a definite view of the future, a deep 

understanding of how the world works, long-horizon systems thinking, and a 

bias for action. 

As a person, the Strategic Founder embodies those same four principles. He is a 

philosopher-builder: a thinker who acts, and a builder who carries an explicit 

theory of what he is building and why. A scholar who refuses to stay on the page. 

A builder who refuses to build without understanding. 
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The firm exists to find and cultivate this person. This person exists to vindicate 

the firm. They are two expressions of one conviction, which is that heroic 

entrepreneurship practiced alongside serious intellectual commitment produces 

a kind of founder no institution can replace, and that Africa's next century 

depends on how many of them appear. 

Our vision is an Africa that authors civilization and does not merely participate 

in it: that produces the ideas, institutions, and enterprises defining what comes 

next for everyone. That is the bold conjecture. C'est notre raison d'être. 

IX. The Four Tenets 

Four principles carry everything that follows. They are not a checklist to consult 

and set aside. They are the intellectual operating system of every great enterprise 

that has ever been built, and they are also TSF's own definite view of the future as 

a firm. To understand them is to understand what we are. To embody them is to 

become what we are looking for. 

Tenet One: A Definite View of the Future 

A definite view of the future is neither a forecast nor a trend extrapolation. It is a 

conviction: a theory of how the world works and where it is going, held so 

completely that it stops functioning as a prediction and starts functioning as a 

force producing the future it describes. The Strategic Founder does not study 

trends in order to follow them. He builds a worldview coherent and compelling 

enough that other people come to live inside it. His vision does not derive from 

what exists. It constitutes what will. 

Not he is great who can alter matter, but he who can alter my 

state of mind. They are the kings of the world who give the colour 

of their present thought to all nature and all art, and persuade 

men by the cheerful serenity of their carrying the matter, that this 
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thing which they do, is the apple which the ages have desired to 

pluck, now at last ripe, and inviting nations to the harvest  

— Ralph Waldo Emerson 

Such a view requires no consensus, no expert endorsement, and no comfort of 

collective agreement. The most transformative visions in history were contrarian 

at birth and obvious only afterward. Peter Thiel's famous interview question 

locates the thing exactly: what important truth do very few people agree with 

you on? The Strategic Founder lives inside his answer. He does not seek 

consensus, he shapes it. He does not arbitrage the present, he architects the 

future. 

His view is also optimistic, for a structural reason and not a temperamental one. 

Every problem a builder faces is either soluble or it is not, and no one can know 

in advance which. A founder who assumes insolubility will not attempt the work, 

will therefore generate no evidence, and will find his pessimism confirmed by the 

silence. A founder who assumes solubility attempts it and finds out. Only one of 

these two positions can be tested, which makes optimism the only rationally 

available stance for a person who intends to build. This is not cheerfulness. It is 

the recognition that problems are soluble, that nobody hands over the solutions, 

and that finding them requires someone willing to look. Held properly, such a 

view is grounded in serious intellectual work, defended with conviction, and 

revised the moment better evidence arrives. 

Tenet Two: A Deep Understanding of How the World Works 

Ignorance is a moral failure and a strategic liability. The Strategic Founder treats 

the systematic understanding of reality, grounded in reason, science, and history, 

as the most important capability a builder can possess. It is what keeps a definite 

view of the future from curdling into fantasy, and what holds ambition to the 

achievable. 
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Call ignorance a moral failure and the claim sounds severe until you notice who 

pays for it. A private man's error costs him. A builder's error is distributed: 

across the people he hired, the customers who relied on him, the capital he 

consumed that could have gone somewhere better, and the years a society does 

not get back. Whoever proposes to act at scale has taken on an obligation to 

understand at scale, and no quantity of sincerity discharges it. Reality is 

indifferent to intentions. It answers only to accuracy. 

The greatest builders have all shared this quality. The Caesars and Churchills, the 

Fords and Hamiltons, the Musks and Jobses, thought and acted like people who 

possessed a comprehensive picture of reality. They were scholars who built, 

entrepreneurs who theorized, founders who philosophized, generalists whose 

knowledge ran across mathematics, economics, history, philosophy, physics, 

biology, and many other fields because the scale of what they were building made 

all of it relevant. 

Although we humans cut nature up in different ways, and we have 

different courses in different departments, such 

compartmentalization is really artificial... the imagination of 

nature is far, far greater than the imagination of man. 

— Richard Feynman 

The division of knowledge into academic departments is an administrative 

convenience and not a fact about the world. A man's curiosity is bounded by his 

ambition, and the Strategic Founder's ambition is large enough that almost 

nothing is irrelevant to it. Where ordinary founders dismiss theory as 

impractical, he treats deep understanding as an instrument of power, because 

that is what it is. The world yields to those who have taken the trouble to 

understand it, and it does so in proportion to the trouble taken. 

 

60 



Tenet Three: Systems Thinking and the Long Horizon 

The scale of what the Strategic Founder is building demands a mode of thought 

equal to it. Small minds think in quarters. Great minds think in decades. 

Civilization-builders think in centuries. Systems thinking is the discipline that 

makes this possible. It is the habit of asking what a thing is connected to before 

asking what it is, and of treating any single event as one frame cut out of a longer 

motion. 

Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes. It is a 

framework for seeing inter-relationships rather than things, for 

seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots. 

— Peter Senge 

Two disciplines are folded together in this tenet, and they are one discipline seen 

along different axes. To think in systems is to refuse the illusion that anything 

stands alone. To think in decades and centuries is to refuse the illusion that any 

moment stands alone. Both refuse the same error, which is mistaking a fragment 

for the whole and then acting as though the fragment were all there was. 

A systems thinker does not merely ask what is happening. He asks why it is 

happening, what it connects to, and what it will become. The Strategic Founder 

holds past, present, and future in mind at once, knowing that the forces shaping 

today were assembled long before anyone thought to notice them, and that 

today's decisions will govern what remains possible long after their author has 

been forgotten. A builder who holds only the present in view is working from the 

thinnest slice of reality available to him. 

Long horizons exact a price, and most people decline to pay it. They require a 

man to be visibly wrong for years before he is proved right, to spend a decade on 

work whose worth cannot be demonstrated until the decade has passed, and to 
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endure the judgment of people whose horizon is shorter than his and who 

therefore cannot see what he is doing. He pays it anyway. This is the only mode 

of thought adequate to building things that outlast their builders. 

Tenet Four: A Bias for Action 

The Strategic Founder is not a philosopher in a tower reading the world from a 

distance. The open world, with its friction and noise and chaos, is his theatre of 

operation. Everything he learns he applies, and everything he applies he comes 

to understand at a depth no amount of reading alone could produce. 

Life lies behind us as the quarry from whence we get tiles and 

copestones for the masonry of to-day. The mind now thinks; now 

acts; and each fit reproduces the other... Without action, thought 

can never ripen into truth... Inaction is cowardice, but there can 

be no scholar without the heroic mind. 

— Ralph Waldo Emerson 

Thinking without action is fantasy. Action without thinking is chaos. Together 

they form the cycle by which ideas become realities and realities generate new 

ideas, and that cycle runs only when thought and action are unified in one 

person, aimed at one mission, with unapologetic urgency. The Strategic Founder 

knows that time is the only genuinely non-renewable resource and that perfect 

conditions never arrive. History gets made under the circumstances that happen 

to exist. 

None of which is an argument for haste. A bias for action means acting at the 

smallest scale that will show him whether he was right, and then acting again on 

what comes back. The man who waits for certainty never moves at all. The man 

who mistakes conviction for certainty moves once, at full scale, and takes others 

down with him. Between those two failures lies the only method that has ever 
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worked: think at the level of the whole, and act where the answer can be found. 

As Steve Jobs put it, the doers are the major thinkers. For the Strategic Founder 

there is no meaningful separation between thinking and doing: thought exists to 

guide action, and action exists to refine thought. 

X. The Character of the Strategic Founder 

Four principles describe how he thinks. Four further qualities describe what he 

is. 

Intelligence as a moral obligation. Intelligence is not merely an asset to be 

deployed. It is an obligation to be discharged, and the distinction matters 

because of what is at stake in the discharging. What is meant here is not the 

performance of intelligence, the credentials and vocabulary of the well-schooled, 

but the disciplined lifelong cultivation of a capacity: to perceive reality accurately 

and respond to it effectively. What a man is given at birth is not nothing. It is also 

not the subject here. Endowment is distributed by an accident nobody arranged 

and nobody can appeal. Cultivation is the part a man performs on himself, and it 

is the scarce input, because the number of people who could do the work exceeds 

by a wide margin the number who undertake it. In science, governance, war, and 

commerce, the quality of the minds involved has been the most decisive variable 

of all, ahead of luck, resources, and circumstance. Every civilization that rose 

above subsistence traces back to minds of unusual power held to unusual 

seriousness. 

Yet, if intelligence begins in a pang, it proceeds to a vision. 

Through measureless time its office has been to make of life an 

opportunity, to make goodness articulate, to make virtue a fact... 

all that intelligence has accomplished dwindles in comparison 

with the vision it suggests and warrants. 
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— John Erskine 

The Strategic Founder cultivates his mind not to appear impressive but because 

civilizations are built or squandered according to the quality of the minds 

entrusted with them. 

He goes where the leverage is. Every age has its leverage points: the events, 

technologies, and institutions on which everything else depends. The Strategic 

Founder is drawn to them the way iron is drawn to a magnet. He has no interest 

in marginal problems. Grandiosity has nothing to do with it; he simply knows 

where consequence accumulates, and refuses to work at the edges of the possible 

while the center stands open. He positions himself in the thick of the most 

consequential events and conversations of his era, because nothing less does 

justice to the scale of what he intends. 

A man may fulfill the object of his existence by asking a question 

he cannot answer, and attempting a task he cannot achieve. 

— Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. 

The question I ask myself, like almost every day, is: am I doing the 

most important thing I could be doing? 

— Mark Zuckerberg 

Self-reliance over handholding. The Strategic Founder is not produced by 

incubators, mentorship programs, or coaching curricula. This is no criticism of 

such things. They supply knowledge, networks, capital, and opportunity that 

measurably improve a founder's odds, and they sharpen judgment and spare 

talented people expensive mistakes. What they cannot do is manufacture the 

quality itself. The founders who reshaped industries were driven by something 

that preceded any formal support they received. The Musks and Jobses, the 

Fords and Morgans, did not become what they became because somebody 
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coached them into it. They built because they carried an inner compulsion to 

understand, create, and act, and no curriculum instills that. 

But notice what those men also lacked. None of them had run anything before. 

None had served the long apprenticeship in a great firm that the conventional 

account treats as the precondition for building one. They pioneered industries 

while inexperienced, because the scarce input was never experience. It was the 

combination of an unusual mind, an unusual appetite, and a willingness to learn 

at a speed that made the missing years irrelevant. This matters far beyond 

biography. A continent short of seasoned operators is often told it must therefore 

wait a generation to build. It does not. Experience can be outrun by 

comprehension in the right person, and comprehension can be formed 

deliberately in a way that character cannot. What no institution can supply is the 

compulsion. What a good institution can supply, and quickly, is the 

understanding that compulsion needs in order to become consequential. 

Welcome evermore to gods and men is the self-helping man. For 

him all doors are flung wide: him all tongues greet, all honors 

crown, all eyes follow with desire. Our love goes out to him and 

embraces him, because he did not need it. 

— Ralph Waldo Emerson 

Self-reliance is not a refusal to learn from others. It is a refusal to outsource 

judgment. The Strategic Founder studies history obsessively, borrows ideas 

without embarrassment, and listens carefully to criticism, then subjects every 

borrowed idea to independent examination before it becomes conviction. He 

learns from everyone and remains intellectually sovereign. Guidance helps most 

founders, and many great ones have used it well. The Strategic Founder simply 

needs less of it. The highest function of a mentor, an investor, or an institution is 

to recognize greatness, amplify it, and then make itself unnecessary. 
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Founders at the core. The founder matters more than the idea, the sector, or 

the current project. A great founder with the wrong idea will find a better one; a 

weak founder with the right idea will waste it. Greatness lives in the person, and 

every project is only its current expression. 

Every man who would do anything well must come to it from a 

higher ground. 

— Ralph Waldo Emerson 

The Strategic Founder has to be larger than his ideas, his credentials, and the 

conventions of his world. That is the minimum entry requirement for work of 

civilizational consequence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

66 



To the Few Upon Whom History Places Its 

Burden 

Civilizations are not sustained by heroes alone. They need the shocks of history 

to rouse them, institutions to preserve what genius creates, traditions to carry it 

forward, and ordinary capable men and women to enlarge and maintain it. But 

institutions do not found themselves. Traditions do not invent themselves. Great 

enterprises do not spring from the ground unbidden. Even the events that shake 

a civilization awake mean nothing until some mind steps forward to read them 

and act. All of it begins in minds of uncommon power and characters equal to 

extraordinary burdens. Every civilization bears the imprint of its founders, 

lawgivers, inventors, and builders. The crowd inherits. The hero creates. 

Not every entrepreneur is called to this. Most businesses answer the incremental 

and necessary needs of the present, and a society requires a great many of them. 

The Strategic Founder exists to create the conditions of the future, and such 

people do not merely compete within history. They become one of its causes. 

These are the people we are looking for: builders whose enterprises outlive them, 

thinkers whose ideas become institutions, leaders whose courage widens the 

horizon of a civilization. Africa's future will not be secured by sentiment or 

rhetoric, or by the hope that history bends on its own. It will be secured when 

exceptional individuals build exceptional institutions capable of enduring beyond 

them. 

If these words leave you unmoved, this manifesto was never yours. Set it aside 

without resentment. Every calling has its own audience and every standard its 

own measure. 

But if you have long carried the weight of an uncommon possibility; if you hold a 

definite view of the future, have worked to understand the deep mechanics of the 
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world, think in decades and centuries rather than seasons, and cannot reconcile 

your life with anything less than the highest service you are capable of, then you 

have already begun to understand the vocation of the Strategic Founder. You are 

one. 

There are institutions yet to be founded, industries yet to be created, ideas yet to 

be given form, and a civilization yet to be built. 

History waits for no one, and it has always, in the end, yielded to those with the 

vision to see beyond it and the strength of character to give that vision lasting 

form. 

Come, then. 
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Suggested Reading Materials for the Strategic 

Founders/Civilization Builders

 

A note on this list: 

Any book I include in the list is not an endorsement. Several of them contradict 

each other. A few even contradict this manifesto. That is deliberate. The list is 

assembled for people who intend to build things, and anyone who intends to 

build things must be able to argue both sides of a serious question before 

deciding where he stands on it. Where a disagreement is genuine, I have tried to 

include the strongest case for each position instead of the most convenient one, 

and where I hold a view myself, I have left standing the books that would trouble 

it. 

So, I suggest you read adversarially. Take nothing here on my authority – or the 

authority of any author. The purpose of this list is not to transmit the conclusions 

of other people but to equip you to reach your own, which is the only kind of 

conviction worth acting on. Exactly the thing the manifesto has spent many 

pages arguing above. 

 

I. The Heroic Individual and the Philosophy of Ambition 

1.​ The Strategic Founder Theory: A Manifesto for Civilization Builders (this 

manifesto) 

2.​ Essays: Self-Reliance, Representative Men, The American Scholar, 

Heroism, Man the Reformer, History, The Conduct of Life — Ralph Waldo 

Emerson 

3.​ You and Your Research — Richard Hamming 
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4.​ The Technology of Ambition — Matt Clifford 

5.​ On Heroes, Hero-Worship, & the Heroic in History — Thomas Carlyle 

6.​ Nicomachean Ethics — Aristotle 

7.​ Moral Ambition — Rutger Bregman 

8.​ Meditations — Marcus Aurelius 

9.​ The Hero in History — Sidney Hook 

10.​History of Western Philosophy — Bertrand Russell 

11.​The Story of Civilization — Will Durant and Ariel Durant 

12.​Against the Gods — Peter L. Bernstein 

13.​Twelve Against the Gods — William Bolitho Ryall 

14.​Human Accomplishment — Charles Murray 

15.​In Search of a Better World — Karl Popper 

16.​The Power of Myths — Joseph Campbell 

17.​Great Founder Theory — Samo Burja 

18.​Entrepreneurial Statecraft Gets the Goods — Palladium Magazine 

19.​The Technological Republic — Alexander C. Karp and Nicholas W. 

Zamiska 

II. The History of the World and of the Universe 

20.​A Brief History of Time — Stephen Hawking 

21.​A Universe from Nothing — Lawrence Krauss 

22.​Astrophysics for People in a Hurry — Neil deGrasse Tyson 

23.​Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind — Yuval Noah Harari 

24.​Homo Deus: A History of Tomorrow — Yuval Noah Harari 

25.​A Short History of Progress — Ronald Wright 

26.​The World's Religions — Huston Smith 

27.​A History of God — Karen Armstrong 

28.​A Little History of Religion — Richard Holloway 

29.​Civilization: The West and the Rest — Niall Ferguson 
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30.​The Rise of the West — William H. McNeill 

31.​The European Miracle — Eric Jones 

32.​Why Europe? — Jack Goldstone 

33.​The Civilizing Process — Norbert Elias 

34.​To Explain the World — Steven Weinberg 

35.​The Sleepwalkers — Arthur Koestler 

36.​Our Mathematical Universe — Max Tegmark 

37.​The 4 Percent Universe — Richard Panek 

38.​Dreams of a Final Theory — Steven Weinberg 

39.​The Elegant Universe — Brian Greene 

40.​The Ascent of Man — Jacob Bronowski 

41.​On the Origin of Species — Charles Darwin 

42.​The Selfish Gene — Richard Dawkins 

43.​The Blind Watchmaker — Richard Dawkins 

44.​Wonderful Life — Stephen Jay Gould 

45.​History of the Idea of Progress — Robert Nisbet 

III. Great Builders and Heroes, Told as Biography and Autobiography 

46.​Alexander Hamilton — Ron Chernow 

47.​Washington: A Life — Ron Chernow 

48.​Titan: The Life of John D. Rockefeller — Ron Chernow 

49.​Parallel Lives — Plutarch 

50.​Dr. Michael Okpara: Lessons in Leadership and Service —Christian Igodo 

51.​We Learn by Living — Eleanor Roosevelt 

52.​Margaret Thatcher — Charles Moore 

53.​This Child Will Be Great — Ellen Johnson Sirleaf 

54.​Unbowed — Wangari Maathai 

55.​Long Walk to Freedom — Nelson Mandela 

56.​My Life — Golda Meir 

57.​Freedom— Angela Merkel 
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58.​My Life in Full — Indra Nooyi 

59.​Fighting Corruption Is Dangerous — Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala 

60.​I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings — Maya Angelou 

61.​Wild Swans — Jung Chang 

62.​The Everything Store: Jeff Bezos and the Age of Amazon — Brad Stone 

63.​The House of Morgan — Ron Chernow 

64.​Founding Brothers — Joseph Ellis 

65.​American Sphinx: — Joseph Ellis 

66.​Creation: Triumphs and Tragedies in the Founding of the Republic — 

Joseph Ellis 

67.​Founders' Son: A Life of Abraham Lincoln — Richard Brookhiser 

68.​Abraham Lincoln: Philosopher Statesman — Joseph Fornieri 

69.​The Power Broker — Robert Caro 

70.​Walt Disney: The Triumph of the American Imagination — Neal Gabler 

71.​Napoleon: A Life — Andrew Roberts 

72.​Churchill: Walking with Destiny — Andrew Roberts 

73.​Churchill: A Study in Greatness — Geoffrey Best 

74.​Great Contemporaries — Winston Churchill 

75.​The Second World War — Winston Churchill 

76.​My Early Life: A Roving Commission — Winston Churchill 

77.​Kwame Nkrumah: The Father of African Nationalism — David 

Birmingham 

78.​Elon Musk — Walter Isaacson 

79.​Becoming Steve Jobs — Brent Schlender and Rick Tetzeli 

80.​Steve Jobs In His Own Words (Make Something Wonderful) — Steve Jobs 

81.​The Snowball: Warren Buffett and the Business of Life — Alice Schroeder 

82.​Steve Jobs — Walter Isaacson. 

83.​Shoe Dog — Phil Knight. 

84.​Darwin — Adrian Desmond and James Moore 

85.​Isaac Newton — James Gleick 
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86.​The Code Breaker — Walter Isaacson 

87.​Chaos: Making a New Science — James Gleick 

88.​ Genius: The Life and Science of Richard Feynman — James Gleick 

89.​Essays in Biography — John Maynard Keynes 

IV. Development Economics and the Institutional Question 

90.​Why Nations Fail — Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson 

91.​The Strategy of Economic Development — Albert Hirschman 

92.​The Entrepreneurial State—Mariana Mazzucato 

93.​How Asia Works —  Joe Studwell 

94.​How Africa Works —  Joe Studwell 

95.​How the World Works — Paul Cockshott 

96.​The Bottom Billion — Paul Collier 

97.​The Prosperity Paradox — Clayton Christensen and Efosa Ojomo 

98.​The Ultimate Resource —Julian Simon 

99.​How China Escaped the Poverty Trap — Yuen Yuen Ang 

V. African and Africa-Focused Theorists of Development 

100.​ The End of Poverty — Jeffrey Sachs 

101.​ The White Man's Burden — William Easterly 

102.​ The Burden of Easterly's Proof  — Jeffrey Sachs 

103.​ Africa Must Be Modern: A Manifesto — Olúfémi Táíwò 

104.​ Dead Aid — Dambisa Moyo 

105.​ The Wretched of the Earth — Frantz Fanon 

106.​ The Trouble with Nigeria — Chinua Achebe 

107.​ Africa Unchained: The Blueprint for Africa's Future — George Ayittey 

108.​ Citizen and Subject — Mahmood Mamdani 

109.​ On the Postcolony — Achille Mbembe 

110.​ The Emergent Economy  — Adia Sowho 
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111.​ Poor Numbers — Morten Jerven 

112.​ Poor Economics — Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo 

VI. Intelligence's Role in Achievement, Cognition, and 

Civilization-Building 

113.​ The O-Ring Theory of Economic Development — Michael Kremer 

114.​ Smart Fraction Theory and the Wealth of Nations — Heiner 

Rindermann, Michael Sailer, and James Thompson 

115.​ The Validity and Utility of Selection Methods in Personnel Psychology 

— Frank Schmidt and John Hunter 

116.​ The Moral Obligation to Be Intelligent — John Erskine 

117.​ Human Intelligence — Earl Hunt 

118.​ A Brief History of Intelligence: Evolution, AI, and the Five 

Breakthroughs That Made Our Brains — Max Bennett 

119.​ How the Mind Works — Steven Pinker 

120.​ The Blank Slate — Steven Pinker 

121.​ Rationality: What It Is, Why It Seems Scarce, Why It Matters — Steven 

Pinker 

122.​ Rationality: From AI to Zombies — Eliezer Yudkowsky 

123.​ The Educated Mind — Kieran Egan 

124.​ The Educated Imagination — Northrop Frye 

125.​ Cultural Literacy — E.D. Hirsch 

126.​ The Closing of the American Mind — Allan Bloom 

127.​ Multipliers — Liz Wiseman 

128.​ In the Know: Debunking 35 Myths About Human Intelligence — 

Russell Warne 

129.​ The Bell Curve — Charles Murray (with Richard Herrnstein) 

130.​ IQ and the Wealth of Nations / IQ and Global Inequality — Richard 

Lynn and Tatu Vanhanen 

131.​ Intelligence and How to Get It — Richard Nisbett 
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132.​ The Bell Curve Wars — Edited by Steven Fraser 

133.​ Inequality by Design — Claude Fischer  

134.​ The g Factor — Arthur Jensen 

135.​ The Mismeasure of Man — Stephen Jay Gould 

136.​ What Is Intelligence? — James Flynn 

137.​ Hive Mind / The Culture Transplant — Garrett Jones 

138.​ Streets of Gold — Ran Abramitzky and Leah Boustan 

139.​ Hereditary Genius — Francis Galton 

140.​ Not in Our Genes — Richard Lewontin, Steven Rose, and Leon Kamin 

141.​ Cognitive Capitalism — Heiner Rindermann 

142.​ Intelligence: Knowns and Unknowns — American Psychological 

Association Task Force Report (1996, with later updates) 

VII. Systems Thinking and the Generalist Mind 

143.​ Thinking in Systems — Donella Meadows 

144.​ Range — David Epstein 

145.​ Consilience — E.O. Wilson 

146.​ The Fifth Discipline — Peter Senge 

147.​ The Beginning of Infinity — David Deutsch 

148.​ The Structure of Scientific Revolutions — Thomas Kuhn 

149.​ The Two Cultures — C.P. Snow 

150.​ Open Society and Its Enemies — Karl Popper 

151.​ The Power of Ideas — Isaiah Berlin 

152.​ Meditations on Moloch — Scott Alexander  

VIII. Decision-Making, Rationality, and Judgment 

153.​ The Psychology of Human Misjudgment — Charlie Munger 

154.​ Principles — Ray Dalio 

155.​ Inadequate Equilibria — Eliezer Yudkowsky 
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156.​ How Not to Be Wrong — Jordan Ellenberg 

157.​ Factfulness — Hans Rosling, Ola Rosling, and Anna Rosling Rönnlund 

158.​ The Book of Why — Judea Pearl 

159.​ How to Lie with Statistics — Darrell Huff 

160.​ Mastering Metrics — Joshua Angrist and Jörn-Steffen Pischke 

161.​ The Half-Life of Facts — Samuel Arbesman 

162.​ The Data Detective — Tim Harford 

163.​ The Median Is Not the Message — Stephen Jay Gould 

164.​ The Art of Statistics — David Spiegelhalter 

165.​ Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking — William 

James 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IX. Epistemology, Science, and the Nature of Understanding 

166.​ Conjectures and Refutations — Karl Popper 

167.​ Gödel, Escher, Bach — Douglas Hofstadter 

168.​ Cosmos — Carl Sagan 
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169.​ Thinking, Fast and Slow — Daniel Kahneman 

170.​ The Logic of Scientific Discovery — Karl Popper 

171.​ The Scout Mindset — Julia Gale 

172.​ The Formation of the Scientific Mind — Gaston Bachelard 

173.​ On the Sources of Knowledge and of Ignorance — Karl Popper 

174.​ Against Method — Paul Feyerabend 

175.​ The Knowledge Machine — Michael Strevens 

176.​ The Demon-Haunted World — Carl Sagan 

177.​ Science Fictions — Stuart Ritchie 

X. Government, State Capacity, and Statecraft 

178.​ Leviathan — Thomas Hobbes 

179.​ Two Treatises of Government — John Locke 

180.​ The Origins of Political Order — Francis Fukuyama 

181.​ Political Order and Political Decay — Francis Fukuyama 

182.​ The Colonial Origins of Economic Development — Daron Acemoglu 

and James Robinson 

183.​ Seeing Like a State — James Scott 

184.​ The Machinery of Government — Joseph Heath 

185.​ Power and Prosperity — Mancur Olson 

186.​ The Logic of Collective Action — Mancur Olson 

187.​ The Road to Serfdom — Friedrich Hayek 

188.​ Capitalism and Freedom — Milton Friedman 

189.​ The Machinery of Freedom — David Friedman 

190.​ Freedom and Its Betrayal — Isaiah Berlin 

191.​ The Entrepreneurial State — Mariana Mazzucato 

192.​ The Dictator's Handbook — Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and Alastair 

Smith 

193.​ Diplomacy — Henry Kissinger 

194.​ World Order — Henry Kissinger 
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195.​ A History of Military Thought — Azar Gat 

196.​ War in Human Civilization — Azar Gat 

197.​ How the Weak Win Wars — Ivan Arreguín-Toft 

198.​ State-building: Governance and World Order in the 21st Century — 

Francis Fukuyama 

199.​ Principles for Dealing with the Changing World Order — Ray Dalio 

200.​ The Network State — Balaji Srinivasan 

XI. Strategy, Power, and Conflict  

201.​ The Prince — Niccolò Machiavelli 

202.​ On War — Carl von Clausewitz 

203.​ The Art of War — Sun Tzu 

204.​ The Strategy of Conflict — Thomas Schelling 

205.​ The Art of Strategy — Avinash Dixit and Barry Nalebuff 

206.​ 33 Strategies of War — Robert Greene 

207.​ The 50th Law by Robert Greene — Robert Greene 

208.​ The 48 Laws of Power — Robert Greene 

209.​ The Laws of Human Nature — Robert Greene 

XII. Civilizational History and Long-Run Growth 

210.​ The Wealth and Poverty of Nations — David Landes 

211.​ How the World Really Works — Vaclav Smil 

212.​ A Farewell to Alms — Gregory Clark 

213.​ The Secret of Our Success — Joseph Henrich 

214.​ How the World Became Rich — Mark Koyama and Jared Rubin 

215.​ Guns, Germs, and Steel — Jared Diamond 

216.​ The Rise and Fall of American Growth — Robert Gordon 

217.​ Slouching Towards Utopia — J. Bradford DeLong 

218.​ The Journey of Humanity — Oded Galor 
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XIII. Economics: Markets, Growth, and Order 

219.​ The Wealth of Nations — Adam Smith 

220.​ The Nature of the Firm — R.H. Coase 

221.​ The Theory of Economic Development — Joseph Schumpeter 

222.​ The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money by John 

Maynard Keynes 

223.​ The Mystery of Capital — Hernando de Soto 

224.​ Basic Economics — Thomas Sowell 

225.​ Knowledge and Decisions — Thomas Sowell 

226.​ The Worldly Philosophers — Robert Heilbroner 

227.​ Bad Samaritans — Ha-Joon Chang 

XIV. Technology and the Future 

228.​ Life 3.0 — Max Tegmark 

229.​ The Nature of Technology — Brian Arthur 

230.​ What Technology Wants — Kevin Kelly 

231.​ Out of Control — Kevin Kelly 

232.​ Abundance — Peter Diamandis and Steven Kotler 

XV. Innovation and Creativity 

233.​ Human Problem Solving —Herbert Simon 

234.​ Where Good Ideas Come From — Steven Johnson 

235.​ How Innovation Works — Matt Ridley 

236.​ The Rational Optimist — Matt Ridley 

237.​ Innovation and Entrepreneurship — Peter Drucker 

238.​ The Innovators — Walter Isaacson 

239.​ Science, the Endless Frontier — Vannevar Bush 

240.​ The Techno-Humanist Manifesto — Jason Crawford 
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241.​ Techno-Optimist Manifesto — Marc Andreessen 

242.​ The Spread of Innovation — Anton Howe 

243.​ More from Less — Andrew McAfee 

244.​ The Second Machine Age — Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee 

245.​ Race Against the Machine — Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee 

246.​ Ideas Aren't Getting Harder to Find — Adam Mastroianni 

247.​ Creativity, Inc. — Ed Catmull 

248.​ The Origins of Efficiency — Brian Potter 

249.​ How We Got to Now — Steven Johnson 

250.​ Unbound: How Eight Technologies Made Us Human — Richard L. 

Currier 

251.​ Technology: A World History — Daniel Headrick 

252.​ The Code: Silicon Valley and the Remaking of America — Margaret 

O’Mara 

253.​ The Knowledge: How to Rebuild Our World from Scratch — Lewis 

Dartnell 

254.​ Freedom's Forge — Arthur Herman 

255.​ Stubborn Attachments — Tyler Cowen 

256.​ Big Business — Tyler Cowen 

257.​ Scientific Genius: A Psychology of Science — Dean Keith Simonton 

258.​ Creativity in Science — Dean Keith Simonton 

259.​ The Innovator's Dilemma — Clayton Christensen 

260.​ The Innovator's Solution — Clayton Christensen 

261.​ Diffusion of Innovations — Everett Rogers 

262.​ The Discoverers — Daniel Boorstin 

263.​ Innovation and Its Enemies — Calestous Juma 

264.​ The New Harvest — Calestous Juma 

265.​ Seeing What Others Don't — Gary Klein 

266.​ Mastery — Robert Greene 
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XVI. Founders and the Craft of Enterprise 

267.​ Zero to One — Peter Thiel 

268.​ How to Start a Startup and Other Essays from  Paul Graham — Paul 

Graham 

269.​ Founders At Work — Jessica Livingston 

270.​ How to Be a Founder — Alice Bentinck and Matt Clifford 

271.​ The Lean Startup — Eric Ries 

272.​ Hackers & Painters — Paul Graham 

273.​ Without Their Permission — Alexis Ohanian 

274.​ The Four Steps to the Epiphany — Steve Blank 

275.​ Inspired —Marty Cagan 

276.​ The Design of Everyday Things —Don Norman 

277.​ Escaping the Build Trap —Melissa Perri 

XVII. Business Strategy 

278.​ Competitive Strategy  — Michael Porter 

279.​ Competitive Advantage — Michael Porter 

280.​ The Competitive Advantage of Nations — Michael Porter 

281.​ What Is Strategy? — Michael Porter 

282.​ Clusters and the New Economics of Competition — Michael Porter 

283.​ The Role of Business in Society — Michael Porter 

284.​ Understanding Michael Porter — Joan Magretta 

285.​ Blue Ocean Strategy — W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne 

286.​ Thinking Strategically — Avinash Dixit and Barry Nalebuff 

287.​ The Lords of Strategy — Walter Kiechel 

288.​ HBR on Strategy — Harvard Business Review 

289.​ Only the Paranoid Survive — Andy Grove 

290.​ Markets and Hierarchies — Oliver Williamson 

291.​ Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy — Joseph Schumpeter 
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292.​ Strategy and Structure — Alfred Chandler 

293.​ Blitzscaling — Reid Hoffman 

294.​ Masters of Scale — Reid Hoffman 

295.​ Good Strategy Bad Strategy — Richard Rumelt 

296.​ Playing to Win — A.G. Lafley and Roger Martin 

297.​ Competing Against Luck — Clayton Christensen 

298.​ Seeing Around Corners — Rita McGrath 

299.​ The Discipline of Market Leaders — Michael Treacy and Fred 

Wiersema 

XVIII. Productivity and Effectiveness 

300.​ Getting Things Done — David Allen 

301.​ Seven Habits of Highly Effective People — Stephen Covey 

302.​ Managing Oneself — Peter Drucker 

303.​ Theory of Constraints — Eliyahu Goldratt 

304.​ Parkinson's Law and Other Studies in Administration — C. Northcote 

Parkinson 

305.​ Parkinson's Law: The Pursuit of Progress — C. Northcote Parkinson 

306.​ Managing by Commitments — Harvard Business Review 

307.​ Deep Work — Cal Newport 

308.​ Four Thousand Weeks — Oliver Burkeman 

309.​ The One Thing — Gary Keller and Jay Papasan 

310.​ Atomic Habits — James Clear 

311.​ Essentialism — Greg McKeown 

312.​ The 4-Hour Workweek — Tim Ferriss 

313.​ Indistractable — Nir Eyal 

314.​ The Power of Habit — Charles Duhigg 

315.​ Thinking in Bets — Annie Duke 

316.​ Farsighted — Steven Johnson 

317.​ Willpower — Roy Baumeister and John Tierney 
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XIX. Building and Running Institutions 

318.​ The Effective Executive — Peter Drucker 

319.​ High Output Management — Andy Grove 

320.​ Talent — Daniel Gross and Tyler Cowen 

321.​ Team of Rivals — Doris Kearns Goodwin 

322.​ Good to Great — Jim Collins 

323.​ Built to Last — Jim Collins 

324.​ Building Your Company's Vision — Jim Collins 

325.​ Organizing Genius — Warren Bennis 

326.​ The Practice of Management — Peter Drucker 

327.​ The Functions of the Executive — Chester Barnard 

328.​ Out of the Crisis — W. Edwards Deming 

329.​ The Giving of Orders — Mary Parker Follett 

330.​ The Human Side of Enterprise — Douglas McGregor 

331.​ The Human Problems of an Industrial Civilization — Elton Mayo 

332.​ Trillion Dollar Coach — Eric Schmidt, Jonathan Rosenberg, and Alan 

Eagle 

333.​ How Google Works — Eric Schmidt and Jonathan Rosenberg 

334.​ The Alliance — Reid Hoffman 

335.​ Leadership Transitions and Team Building — Michael Watkins 

336.​ The Age of Heretics — Art Kleiner 

337.​ Emotional Intelligence — Daniel Goleman 

338.​ Social Intelligence — Daniel Goleman 

339.​ Radical Candor — Kim Scott 

340.​ Extreme Ownership — Jocko Willink and Leif Babin 

341.​ The Five Dysfunctions of a Team — Patrick Lencioni 

342.​ On Becoming a Leader — Warren Benni 

XX. Every Book, In Every Area of Human Knowledge, That Piques 

Your Interests (a link)  
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xNSEKZ7VYK17yKAQt-XPmKyv5A9OTadk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xNSEKZ7VYK17yKAQt-XPmKyv5A9OTadk/edit


Contact: 

Email: ​ philemon.nwigwe@thestrategicfounder.com​

Website: https://thestrategicfounder.com/ 
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