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In 1991 R. J. Barro published ‘Economic Growth in a Cross Section of Countries’, a paper exploring causes of economic growth in a global sample of countries. The article spurred a great amount of research. These papers remained with the same methodology - cross country growth regressions in which the dependent variable was the average growth rate of per capita GDP (Durlauf et al., 2005). The innovation in this literature, henceforth called the regression literature, was found in adding different independent variables, or interactions of them, to the initial baseline estimation. 

One of the central findings in that seminal paper was a large and significant African dummy variable. The interpretation of this variable was that African economies had grown inexplicably slowly, or that the analysis had of yet not fully captured the characteristics of a ‘typical country’ on the African continent (Barro, 1991). This finding prompted a research agenda aiming to eliminate the African dummy, and thus explain the African growth shortfall. 
The findings of the quest for the African dummy has had a large resonance, and some of the conclusions have been furthered to a non-academic audience through recent publications by P. Collier (2007), W. Easterly (2001, 2006) and J. Sachs (2005), the major contributors to this literature. The findings of the regression literature are thus increasingly treated as established evidence. The quest for the African dummy has had a decisive effect on the writing of the economic history of independent Africa, and this article serves a corrective review before the conclusions are embodied in textbook publications. 

An authoritative survey of the regressions on African growth summed up the research question on the agenda as follows: “It is clear that Africa has suffered a chronic failure of economic growth. The problem for analysis is to determine its causes” (Collier and Gunning, 1999b: 4). The questions on this research agenda were an outcome of the specific methodology utilized, which again determined the use of the growth evidence. Its origin is found in the empirical growth literature. That model was developed to empirically test growth theory and was aiming at explaining differences in the steady state growth rate. What the model initially was intended to explain is a separate issue to what the scholars using it, claim it to explain. 
A model has a narrative associated with it and both parts should be evaluated. It is explicitly stated that the papers intend to explain African economic performance in the post-colonial period. For that purpose the average rate of growth in GDP per capita was used as the dependent variable. In a global sample this leaves a negative growth residual for African economies unexplained or a significant negative African dummy. It requires a leap of faith to go from a cross sectional observation to reach the verdict that this observation is valid through time. What the model actually examines is at times different from its literal interpretation in the literature. This paper will examine how the regression model, and the use of the growth evidence, has influenced the conclusions reached on African growth. The paper first considers the aggregate growth evidence, then it reviews the explanatory variables, before the paper concludes by summarising the characteristics of the explanatory framework, and it is shown how the ‘quest for the African dummy’ has had a decisive effect on the writing of the economic history of independent Africa.  
Figure 1 :  Economic Growth – Africa versus the World 1960-2000*
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*Source : World Development Indicators (2007). Data: GDP per capita (constant 2000 US$) Annual Growth %. Author’s calculations.  

Figure 1 above shows three different ways of comparing growth in Africa with the rest of the world between 1960 and 2000. The first two curves plot annual GDP per capita growth in the World and Africa. It is evident that there is a large year to year variation in growth, and that the variation is around a higher trend in the first half of the period compared to the second half of the period. It is also apparent that the African GDP per capita growth is often negative from the late 1970s onwards. The two next curves are GDP per capita indices (1960=1). The main lesson to take from the indices is that the gap between the two is very small in the first part of the period, and at is only after 1975 that the difference between them is larger than 10 per cent. After that point, however the indices diverge dramatically. 

The third way of comparison is the average growth in GDP per capita over the period. The average growth shortfall over the period is about 1.5 per cent, with an average African growth rate of 0.5 percent compared 2 percent world average. It is this growth evidence that has informed the regression literature. The quest for the African dummy has not explained how African economies grew, but taken it as given that this average growth shortfall is the defining characteristic of African growth performance. Collier and Gunning observe this weakness “One limitation of the growth regression literature is that to date it has focused upon explaining long-term average African slow growth” (1999a).

Not limited by that perspective, the aggregate growth evidence does indeed open up for other interpretations regarding the timing of the dummy. The African growth experience is not one of persistent stagnation. In 1960 the African GDP per capita was about one sixth of the World GDP per capita. This fraction remained the same until 1977, after which the GDP per capita gap widened. In 2000 the African GDP per capita was less than one tenth of the World GDP per capita. The African growth shortfall is therefore a more recent phenomenon. Before 1977, African economies were not significantly lagging behind. Indeed, viewed in total GDP terms, the African economies grew quicker than the rest of the world in this period, since the population growth in Africa 1961-2000 was one percent higher than in the rest of the World. 

In this perspective the growth pattern of Africa looks considerably different. The notion of the African growth failure came about in the wake of the 1973/4 and 1981 oil price shocks, and has increased in currency as African economies has grown become heavily indebted under structural adjustment, and due to the required food aid related to the Sahelian drought and other droughts that have plagued the continent particularly from the early 1980s onwards. The regression literature is, by trying to solve the puzzle of slow growth, a child of its own time.  
This alternative presentation of the growth evidence demonstrates that there is no such thing as a ‘chronic failure’ of growth in Africa and it would seem that the phrasing the question as why Africa has grown slowly is misleading. This paper now moves to consider the independent variables used in the regressions, review their conceptual soundness and test how well they stand as causal factors of growth in Africa. Has the quest for the African Dummy yielded any results that can coherently explain the rapid growth in the 1960s and early 1970s, and the subsequent retrogression in the late 1970s and the 1980s?

The Quest for the African Dummy - A Summary Table

	Regression
	Value of the African Dummy
	Central Variable

	(Barro, 1991)
	- 0.0129 (0.0030)*
	

	(Barro and Lee, 1993)
	-0.0116 (0.051)*
	Black Market Premium

	(Mauro, 1995)
	-0.017 [-4.26] to 0.021 [-5.21]**
	Corruption

	(Sachs and Warner, 1995)
	  0.02 [0.05]**
	Openness

	(Easterly and Levine, 1997)
	-0.013 [-2.46] **
	Ethnicity

	(Burnside and Dollar, 1997)
	-0.0135  & -0.0161 (0.76)*
	Aid

	(Temple, 1998)
	-0.0102 [1.74] to -0.0238 [4.38] 
	Social Capital

	(Collier and Gunning, 1999a)
	-0.0052 [0.98]
	


*Standard Error in parentheses

**T-scores in brackets

The table above shows the quest for the African dummy, as it progressed over a decade, searching for the right explanatory variable that that would remove the “stubborn African dummy” (Temple, 1998). The dummy remained significant with the exception of the Sachs and Warner regression, where the African dummy was defined elsewhere by the inclusion of a tropical dummy. The table is by no means exhaustive. Durlauf et. al (2005:Appendix 2) report that 145 explanatory  variables have been found statistically significant, with 43 conceptually different ‘theories’ of growth as being ‘proven’ in the literature,  a result of what they  call a ‘growth regression industry’ as researchers has added plausibly relevant variables to the baseline Solow specification (2005:599, 639).
A natural starting point is the authoritative survey of the regression literature on African growth ‘Explaining African Economic Performance’ by P. Collier and J. W. Gunning (1999a). It is concluded that the cumulative evidence of the regression literature identifies lack of openness to trade and low level of  ‘social capital’ as  having “large, damaging effects on the growth rate” (Collier and Gunning, 1999a: 74).That paper summarized the most important factors in regressions on African growth under six headings: lack of social capital, lack of openness to trade, deficient public services, geography and risk, lack of financial depth, and high aid dependence.
At face value, this list of the significant factors illustrates that by finding explanations for a lack of growth, the regression literature has found variables that gives a distinct flavour of a subtraction approach. The subtraction approach can be described as taking the characteristics of a developed country on one side, and comparing it with an underdeveloped country on the other side. The differences between them are taken to explain underdevelopment. This is well illustrated by the list of factors in the paper, and the frequent use of ‘lack of …’ makes it explicit. 
Linked with the subtraction approach is the revival of the notion of the vicious circle of underdevelopment, where underdevelopment is taken to explain itself. This does not cohere with the actual growth record. The African economies have displayed both growth and retrogression and have not been captured in a low-level equilibrium where poverty has reproduced itself. It is already known before reading the regression literature that Africa has performed relatively worse in GDP per capita terms over the post-colonial period as a whole. The African economies are poorer. Knowing that we would also assume that they rank lower on education, health and infrastructural indicators, it is also reasonable to assume that these poor countries receive more aid, and have less developed financial markets. This is confirmed by the regression literature. What it does not tell us, and what would be the key to understanding economic performance, is why the African economies grew and why they retrogressed.
It could be seen as a paradox that policy is taking such a prominent role in the explanation. If one takes the growth pattern presented in earlier in the thesis into consideration, the African economies grew rapidly when ‘bad’ polices were implemented. The first structural adjustment package in 1979 was agreed upon with Senegal in 1979 (Van de Walle, 2001). Since then most African economies have moved towards implementing ‘good’ policies as prescribed by the orthodox scholars, while economic performance has been poor. There is considerable debate on whether these polices were fully implemented. Nevertheless, the reforms that were manifestly implemented targeted specifically the prominent variables in the regression literature. That is, the black market premium through devaluation, openness (also part of the former) by abandoning price controls and reducing tariffs, and lastly financial reforms. 

The regression literature has overwhelmingly put the blame for poor economic performance with African policy makers and attempts to explain these ‘bad’ policies with social arrangements that are specific to Africa. This is where social capital comes in.  In Collier and Gunning the lack of social capital is the original sin (1999b, 1999a), as put by Azam et. al. ‘the choice of bad policies… …is traced to the lack of social capital and deficient political institutions’ (2002). The regression literature initially found that certain policy variables such as observed overvalued currencies, corruption and general institutional quality were correlated with low averaged growth rates. In trying to assign a causal link, and avoiding endogeneity, the literature has increasingly sought to explain these policy outcomes with respect to initial conditions. 
The initial conditions that have been used are ‘social capital’ and ‘ethnic diversity’ and this evidence has been coupled with observations from the late 1980s on policy or institutional quality. The weakness of the social capital measures is explored in Jerven (2006) where the main conclusions are that beyond suffering from crude formulations and measurement, initial conditions can at best be contingent factors as many African economies experienced rapid growth in the early years. The values for the policy and institutional variables are grossly inflated by observations taken in the 1980s so that post shock phenomena are taken to explain growth in the whole period. 
Pritchett (1998) observed that most developing countries’ growth experience was characterized by instability rather than a stable trend growth and warned that the ‘exploding economic growth literature’ was ‘unlikely to be useful’ Pritchett wrote that the ‘use of  “panel” data, particularly with “fixed effects” to investigate long run growth effects is almost certainly pointless’ (Ibid: 3-4). This article has stressed that the ‘quest for the African dummy’ has solely focused on explaining African economic performance as a slow average growth. By doing so, the investigation has been misguided, and the value of the findings is accordingly limited. It is not only that the growth rates were ‘volatile’, but the aggregate growth evidence brings out a pattern of growth, a pattern that is missed, and not explained by the regression literature. 

Important quantitative and qualitative changes took place in Africa over the period. A pattern of growth and followed by retrogression, not a permanent stagnation. This observation raises issue of timing, and missed events in the performance narrative. Important qualitative changes happened during the period. The quest for the African dummy has let two decades of structural adjustment go passed unnoticed, and falsely attributed situational observations from the 1980s apply to the whole period, while ignoring the simultaneous policy changes.

To observe a difference between two countries based on a subtraction approach is a potentially useful start, but not a satisfactory conclusion. One has to ask why this difference exists and how it came about. That correlation does not imply causation is a truism, yet one feels that this basic acknowledgement sometimes needs to be restated when confronted with the regression work on African growth. What is needed is a stricter explanatory framework of cause and effect. This would necessitate an abandonment of the central premise of the cross section regression literature. While these regressions are fitted by averaging dependent and independent variables one is constructing African economic history as a static story of stagnation and slow growth - a story that ignores important quantitative and qualitative changes
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