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African Politics in Comparative Perspective

This book reviews fifty years of research on politics in Africa. It synthe-
sizes insights from different scholarly approaches and offers an origi-
nal interpretation of the knowledge accumulated over the years. It dis-
cusses how research on African politics relates to the study of politics
in other regions and mainstream theories in comparative politics. It
focuses on such key issues as the legacy of a movement approach to
political change, the nature of the state, the economy of affection, the
policy deficit, the agrarian question, gender and politics, and ethnicity
and conflict. It concludes by reviewing what scholars agree upon and
what the accumulated knowledge offers as insights for more effective
political and policy reforms. This book is an ideal text in undergrad-
uate and graduate courses in African and comparative politics as well
as in development-oriented courses in political science and related dis-
ciplines. It is also of great relevance to governance and development
analysts and to practitioners in international organizations.

Goran Hyden is distinguished professor in political science at the
University of Florida. His publications include Beyond Ujamaa in
Tanzania (1980); No Shortcuts to Progress (1983); Governance and
Politics in Africa, coedited with Michael Bratton (1992); and Making
Sense of Governance, coauthored with Julius Court and Kenneth Mease
(2004). He served as president of the African Studies Association in
1995. He has also served as a consultant on African development to
many international agencies.
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1

The Study of Politics and Africa

What do we know about politics in Africa after fifty years of research
on the subject? How does the accumulated knowledge fit into the rest of
the discipline of political science and especially the field of comparative
politics? What, if any, are the practical implications of this knowledge for
Africa’s development prospects? These are the three questions that this vol-
ume addresses. It is informative and analytical as well as policy-oriented. It
speaks to newcomers to the subject by providing basic data about the conti-
nent and its politics. It appeals to the more informed students of politics in
Africa by analyzing and discussing key issues that feature in current research.
It also invites policy analysts and practitioners to examine the issues discussed
in this volume by showing how politics bears directly on development on
the continent.

Africa in this volume refers to the region south of the Sahara Desert –
usually called “sub-Saharan Africa.” It is a region of great cultural and geo-
graphic diversity. But with a few exceptions, like Botswana, Mauritius, and
South Africa, countries in the region share the common fate of being among
the poorest in the world. In the context of the current global economy, they
are marginal. Various explanations have been provided for this miserable
state of affairs: colonialism, traditional values, lack of capital – human as
well as financial – and so on. This book takes a critical look at the character
of African politics. It suggests that its still untamed nature is a significant
part of the explanation of Africa’s current predicament. The accumulated
knowledge that political scientists have generated over the years, therefore,
is of special significance for the issue of how to understand and deal with
the continent’s plight.

How Political Scientists Do Their Science

Making generalizations about the conditions in Africa is always hazardous.
Anthropologists and historians, for example, will rightly point to the
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differences that exist in the microsocial or temporal context. Their own
scholarship, focusing as it does on the peculiar and exceptional rather than
on the general, offers important contributions to knowledge. It enriches our
understanding of phenomena that otherwise would be only little known.
Whereas they aim at a holistic understanding of a specific case, their ability
to generalize from their empirically rich case study is limited. Understanding
context is more important than being able to place the case in a comparative
perspective. I acknowledge that local actors in Africa handle their predica-
ment in multiple ways. In fact, the rich variety of ways in which they do it
is truly fascinating.

Political scientists typically operate differently from historians and anthro-
pologists in that they are more ready to engage in generalizations and com-
parisons. Because their ambition is to generalize, they often overlook the
wealth of knowledge that is contained in the many case studies of specific
countries or events that scholars in neighboring disciplines, such as anthro-
pology and history, produce. This theoretical ambition may not be as high
as economists who believe that they possess a lawlike knowledge of reality.
Most political scientists are less pretentious although many are fond of try-
ing to imitate economists. Several political scientists do, of course, become
specialists: Some study only elections, others only government institutions,
yet others only policy, and so forth. Knowledge generation in political science
itself, therefore, tends to be fragmented. It comes in spurts, often in response
to fads within the political science discipline or empirical events that attract
the interest of many scholars. For instance, the demise of the Soviet Union
and the end of the Cold War – none of which was predicted by the discipline –
caused a major reorientation of scholarship toward peace and democracy. It
had significant reverberations across fields in the discipline.

This book has been written because, at least for a long time, no one
has tried to aggregate the knowledge that political scientists have gener-
ated about politics in Africa. More than ever, such a review is needed to
demonstrate to the discipline as well as to others – not least those involved
in development policy and governance – the common foundation on which
political science builds its scholarship about Africa. The more specialized
research that has been carried out over the years has enhanced our knowl-
edge of specific aspects of it, but it has also tended to overemphasize some
issues at the expense of others. This inevitably happens in the social sci-
ences where theories come and go in response to specific problems or issues
that members of the discipline deem important at a particular time. In order
to overcome the limits inherent in specialized research and the rotation in
theoretical orientation that characterizes the discipline, I have adopted a
fifty-year perspective, through which I present a holistic analysis of poli-
tics in Africa that does not exist anywhere else. It brings together bits and
pieces of important findings that are rarely fully integrated into a systematic
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overview. It tries to identify underlying factors that are common to African
societies and economies and that determine the nature of politics in the
region. It avoids putting all the blame on one or two variables, for example,
clientelism, corruption, bad leadership, or ethnicity. As this volume shows,
the relationships between different factors in the African situation are much
more complex than the often unicausal accounts of the continent convey.
The knowledge that Africanists share comes from many different streams;
they flow together in a powerful, but still multifarious current that is difficult
to tame or ride. Whether deemed successful or not by others, I attempt to do
exactly that.

Africa’s position as an area of interest in the discipline has come and gone.
When I started my own career in political science in the early 1960s, Africa
was the center of attention in the discipline. Thanks to systems analysis and
structural functionalism, comparative politics had emerged as the essence
of a new political science. The new states of Africa constituted its most
prominent empirical realm. This distinction gradually disappeared, as other
paradigms came to dominate, rendering comparative politics at large and
African politics, in particular, much more marginal to the mainstream of the
discipline. The bottom may have been in the late 1990s, when the value of
area studies in American political science had reached its lowest point.

Fortunately for those interested in comparative studies, there is a grow-
ing recognition that knowledge about specific regions of the world cannot
be neglected, that the study of American politics is just another area study,
and that, therefore, its exceedingly privileged position in the discipline lim-
its our understanding of what is going on, not only in other countries of
the world, but in the United States itself. In short, area studies are an inte-
gral part of comparative politics, the latter an integral part of the study
of American politics. Not everyone buys this thesis, but a greater number
of scholars than before are ready to accept these connections today. More
specifically, the study of African politics has benefited from two recent trends
in the discipline. One is the growing recognition of – some would say respect
for – a methodological pluralism. The other is the increasing interest not
only in formal, but also in informal institutions as determinants of political
choice.

Anyone studying comparative politics is aware of the continuous tension
between comparability and contextuality. How does one compare a phe-
nomenon in a distant part of the world with what is known from one’s own
country without losing sight of potential differences? Are there categories
for analytical purposes that simultaneously do justice to African as well as
American – or European – realities? As this volume demonstrates, most of
us have come to acknowledge that compressing African data into precon-
ceived boxes deduced from empirical evidence elsewhere is often problem-
atic. African realities force the honest scholars into an inevitable stretching
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of the discipline’s more universally accepted concepts. It is easy to make the
case for an African exceptionalism. This, however, is not the position I take
here. African realities may be different in many respects, but they are so as a
matter of degree, not kind. In this respect, Africa is no more exceptional than
Asia is – or the United States, for that matter – to the rest of the comparative
politics field.

This statement is not an endorsement of the position that all that counts in
comparative politics are cross-sectional surveys. These have become fashion-
able within the field in recent years and they make their own contribution
to knowledge. Relying on such type of studies, however, is never enough,
whether it is the study of Africa, Asia, Europe, or the United States. As the
emerging subfield of American political development indicates, even those
who study the United States recognize the importance of a historical per-
spective on the present.

Reductionism is an integral part of science. The question is rather how far
the study of politics can rely on it alone. There are two issues of immediate
concern: One is the nature of the data on which such studies depend. The
second, what the data really capture. Comparativists need common data
sets in order to be able to do their job. They seem to disagree, however,
about which sets are really fundamental. New data sets keep cropping up
all the time, typically justified by a redefinition of the research agenda. This
is inevitable because political and social reality keeps changing. It shows
the limits to relying on quantitative data analysis alone. This becomes espe-
cially true for countries around the world, including many in Africa, where
national statistics are incomplete and often unreliable, where few scholars
have produced their own alternative sets, and where the conditions for sci-
entific sampling are far from ideal. The validity and reliability concerns that
we all share in our research are important, but these methodological ambi-
tions are impossible to fully realize except in those situations, for example,
of decision making, where the basic premises are identical and can be held
constant. These are rare in political contexts and they are usually the least
interesting, because the outcome could be predicted without an elaborate
formal model.

The second is what data sets really capture. Because they are a simplifi-
cation of reality, they inevitably examine only what may be called the tip of
the iceberg. It is inevitably partial. The cross-sectional survey, therefore, is
a snapshot that leaves out a number of issues and fails to capture temporal
changes. Even if some of these are controlled for in the analysis, such sur-
veys are never anything more than one contribution of many to the answers
we look for. The study of the relationship between economic development
and democracy – one of the more popular themes in comparative politics –
is a case in point. It has been studied on and off ever since Lipset (1959)
did his study almost fifty years ago. Many scholars have added their own
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twist to the interpretation of this issue, showing an ever-increasing number
of correlations that were overlooked in Lipset’s original work. This is not
the place to dwell on this issue at length, only to acknowledge that what
looked like a convincing correlation in the late 1950s is now much more
complex and multidimensional. The conclusion that political scientists must
be ready to draw, therefore, is that the more we know, the less certain we
are of making predictions; the more specialized we become, the less relevant
we are to the social and political issue around us. We do not accumulate
knowledge in the linear fashion of physical scientists. Nor can we claim, like
pioneers in medicine, that our findings or the methods we used to gener-
ate them have implications for the human body. Our research is inevitably
more fragmented, but also society-oriented. It tries to rein in variation, not
what is already offered to us by nature as common to all. Therefore, we are
more like the pharmacologist who recognizes that there is a general recom-
mendation for how many pills and how often patients should take them,
but also knows that humans vary genetically and therefore the effects are
bound to differ from one person to another. The fact that some people are
better than others in remembering to take their pills adds another element
of uncertainty. The reality of the pharmacologist captures best the circum-
stances in which students of politics try to pursue their science. It is full of
yes-buts.

This book is produced in that spirit. I recognize that all knowledge in
political science is partial and rests on porous ground. With this in mind, it
becomes especially important that all this knowledge is occasionally brought
together into a comprehensive framework for stocktaking. The frame of
this book is built on as much political science research that I have been
able to read and interpret, and is complemented by a range of studies from
neighboring disciplines that political scientists have often cited in their own
work on Africa. The frame no doubt has its holes, but I try to demonstrate
what the shared knowledge is on which I base my own analysis.

Why Africa Matters Today

Themes and geographical regions come and go within the field of compara-
tive politics. Africa held center stage in the 1960s. In the 1990s Latin America
had grabbed that position, because of its own transition to democracy, a
theme that became popular throughout the field in recent years. The study
of both economic and political reform since the 1990s has focused on the role
of institutions. The new institutional economics (NIE), drawing on scholars
like North (1990), has been highly influential in both economics and polit-
ical science. As it has continued to permeate the two disciplines, however,
it has become increasingly clear that the premises on which the theory rests
often have to be relaxed, especially in the study of economies and polities
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outside the more developed industrial societies. This drift has now proceeded
far enough that there is a growing recognition that formal institutions do
not explain everything. Much agency in both economics and politics relies
on informal behavior and institutions. Agency so inspired may sometimes
contradict the operations of formal institutions and contribute to increased
transaction costs. But it may also have the opposite effect: reducing such
costs and making organizations more effective.

Informal institutions, therefore, are ubiquitous. Their role can be studied
in many different contexts, for example, business management, market trans-
actions, political decision making, electoral campaigning, and bureaucratic
problem solving. These institutions may have positive or negative conse-
quences, but the important point is that scholars can really not ignore them.
They constitute a new research frontier in political science and, increasingly
in economics, especially among those who work with policy. For instance,
frustration is growing in the international finance institutions and among
bilateral donor agencies because their models do not really have much
impact. They lack political traction in many countries, not the least in Africa.
It is for this reason that the role of informal institutions is important also
for development-policy analysts.

Africa is the best starting point for exploring the role of informal institu-
tions that have become increasingly important around the world for at least
four good reasons. One is globalization and the growing challenge it poses
to states and thereby formal institutions. Another is the growing disparity
between rich and poor that follows in the wake of economic liberalization
of national economies. The third is postmodernism and the decline of foun-
dationalism in favor of fundamentalism. Modernization may have had its
weaknesses both as theory and development practice. We are now beginning
to see the same with postmodernism. Its relativism and notion that what
is right and wrong must be interpreted in a context takes away the sense
of right and wrong that used to prevail in policy circles. The fourth reason
is the growth of global terrorism. Terrorist groups are informal institutions
that threaten not only states, but also innocent citizens. Nonetheless, so are
many of the responses to terrorism. For instance, fear in the United States
has given rise not only to a growing importance for Christian evangelism,
but also to the desire to seek security in informal institutions based on face-
to-face reciprocities. These institutions tell us that formal institutions are
not forever and that when faced with threats to our day-to-day existence,
we tend to resort to the Kernkultur of immediate and direct reciprocities.
What so many American citizens have experienced in recent years is pre-
cisely what many people in Africa encounter daily. The world has become
smaller in the sense that the challenges facing people in the developing world
are also becoming part of the reality of people in the developed world. This
has implications for political science research. No region is necessarily more
important than any other when it comes to determining what research is



P1: FBQ
0521856167c01 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:21

The Study of Politics and Africa 7

important. Right now, with the growing interest in informal institutions,
Africanists have a golden opportunity to prove their region’s significance to
the rest of the field of comparative politics and beyond.

Several factors help explain why informal institutions have been largely
ignored in the past. One factor is the inclination in mainstream political
science to ignore the private realm. Researchers do not have to be feminists or
postmodernists to acknowledge the role power plays outside the public realm
or that power relations have political implications beyond the mere social.
Politics is not autonomous of society, nor is society just made of organized
interests. It is in the interaction between state and society, between things
public and private, that increasingly important institutional developments
take place. Although those in power may have an interest in formalizing
these institutions, they do not always succeed. There is certainly a significant
informalization going on in every society, developed as well as developing.
The process may manifest itself primarily in incidental informal behavior,
such as when people pay contractors under the table to avoid paying the
value-added tax to the state. Once this behavior is regularized and more
than a few individuals practice it, informal institutions emerge. Individuals
behaving this way respond to an unwritten rule that can be described as
rational. Individuals paying their contractors escape the burden of the state;
the latter agree to the deal in the hope that they will get more business that
way. The parties engage in morally hazardous behavior, but they take the
chance because there is no outsider able to punish them. The emergence
in this case of informal behavior and institutions is a manifestation of the
invisible power that exists in society and helps share outcomes.

The line between institution and culture, between public and private,
therefore, is much less clear-cut than our mainstream theories assume. Cul-
ture cannot be dismissed as irrelevant to political scientists because it is the
foundation on which not only formal, but also informal institutions arise.
The degree to which informal institutions are manifest, and thus easy to study
empirically, differs from country to country, but they can never be ignored
altogether. Formal institutions, although limited in their longevity, reflect
culture as much as informal institutions do. Informal institutions challenge
their legitimacy when a discrepancy occurs between the cultural norms guid-
ing formal and informal institutions. This is nowhere more apparent than
in African countries. That is why there is a reason to think about informal
behavior and institutions as a system driven by a social logic that is different
from market economics or the way the modern state operates. I have referred
to it as the economy of affection (Hyden 1980).

The new emphasis on informal institutions recognizes that political econ-
omy choices are socially and culturally embedded. Economy and culture
are no longer two separate spheres, but analytically as well as empirically
are understood as one. This interest has been empirically nurtured in recent
years by changes in the global economy that exacerbate conflicts between



P1: FBQ
0521856167c01 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:21

8 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

capital and people. For instance, the many corporate scandals around the
world indicate that this conflict is no longer merely between capital and
labor, as understood in the orthodox Marxian political economy, but one
that manifests itself in terms of strict adherence to formal rules as opposed to
creative formation of informal rules that circumvent the former. This type of
conflict is evident also in the contradiction between free capital and bound
labor (Sassen 1998). Because movement of people across borders is strictly
regulated, informal behavior and institutions develop to cope with these
formal restrictions. The point is that this new research frontier is present in
many everyday situations both in developed and developing societies. Again,
though, informality is the mainstay of life in Africa. How it operates there
is of both intellectual and strategic significance.

This becomes especially apparent as one turns to the link between politics
and development in Africa. For several decades now, the region’s develop-
ment concerns have been part of the research agenda of economists, political
scientists, and often also of anthropologists and geographers. This connec-
tion has helped shape the research agenda in all these disciplines partly by
the policy concerns it has raised, partly because of the funding it provides.
This means that what social scientists interested in Africa have done is to
adjust their scholarly interests to fit the priorities expressed by the key agen-
cies in the international development community. A brief recapitulation of
how this has affected research may be in order.

It began in the 1960s with the emergence of a new field – development
economics. In the perspective of these economists, development in the emerg-
ing states of what has since become the Third World would be best achieved
through transfers of capital and technical expertise (Rapley 1996). This phi-
losophy prevailed in the last days of colonial rule and in the early years
of independence in Africa. Lodged in a modernization paradigm – imply-
ing that development is a move from traditional to modern society – this
approach was characterized by great confidence and optimism. Although it
was not reconstruction (as with the Marshall Plan in Western Europe after
the Second World War) but development that was attempted in Africa, the
challenge looked easy. Defined largely in technocratic terms, development
was operationalized with little or no attention to context. The principal task
was to ensure that institutions and techniques that had proved successful in
modernizing the Western world could be replicated.

The second phase began in the latter part of the 1960s, when ana-
lysts and practitioners recognized that the assumption that development
would trickle down from the well endowed to the poor, thus generating
ripple effects, proved mistaken. Convinced that something else had to be
done to reduce global poverty, the international community decided that a
sector approach would be more effective. The important thing in this second
phase, therefore, became how to design integrated programs that addressed
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the whole range of what analysts identified as basic human needs. Human
capital mattered. Whereas capacity building in the first phase had been con-
centrated on the elite, the second phase focused on such areas as adult edu-
cation and universal primary education under the assumption that these
measures were integral parts of a poverty-oriented approach to development
(Kuznets 1955).

At the end of the 1970s there was another shift, this time of even greater
consequence than the first. It was becoming increasingly clear that govern-
ments typically could not administer the heavy development burden that had
been placed on them. This was very apparent in sub-Saharan Africa, where
the state lacked the technical capacity, but this was acknowledged also else-
where because of bureaucratic shortcomings. Government agencies simply
did not work very efficiently in the development field. Placing all develop-
ment eggs in one basket, therefore, was being increasingly questioned as the
most useful strategy. So was the role of the state in comparison with the
market as an allocating mechanism of public resources (Meyer et al. 1985).
As analysts went back to the drawing board, the challenge was no longer
how to manage or administer development as much as it was identifying the
incentives that may facilitate it.

The World Bank, mandated by its governors, took the lead on this issue
and with reference to sub-Saharan Africa, the most critical region, produced
a major policy document outlining the proposed necessary economic reforms
(World Bank 1981). This report was to serve as the principal guide for
structural adjustment in Africa in the 1980s, although the strategy was also
applied in other regions of the world. These reforms, combined with paral-
lel financial stabilization measures imposed by the International Monetary
Fund, were deemed necessary to get the prices right and to free up resources
controlled by the state that could be potentially better used and managed
by other institutions in society – particularly the private sector. However,
this period also witnessed the increase in voluntary organizations around
the world and preliminary efforts to bring such organizations into the devel-
opment process. With more responsibilities delegated to the market, private
and voluntary organizations could play a more significant role in working
with people to realize their aspirations, whether individual or communal
(Schumacher 1973; Korten and Klauss 1985). Even though the economic
reforms tended to create social inequities, the basic premise was that non-
governmental organizations could do with the people what the government
had failed to do for the people.

The new thing since the 1990s has been the growing recognition that
politics and development are not two separate and distinct activities. Devel-
opment analysts, especially economists, had always treated development as
independent of politics. Out of respect for national sovereignty, donors and
governments upheld this separation for a long time. Although the new creed
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in the international development community is controversial in government
circles in the Third World, there has been a growing recognition that getting
politics right is, if not a precondition, at least a requisite of development. The
implication is that conventional notions of state sovereignty are being chal-
lenged and undermined by the actions taken by the international community,
both international agencies and bilateral donors. For example, human rights
violations, including those that limit freedom of expression and association,
are being invoked as reasons for not only criticizing governments of other
countries, but also for withholding aid if no commitment to cease such vio-
lations and improvement is made. Underlying this shift toward creating a
politically enabling environment is the assumption that development, after
all, is the product of what people decide to do to improve their livelihoods.
People, not governments (especially those run by autocrats), constitute the
principal force of development. They must be given the right incentives
and opportunities not only in the economic, but also in the political arena.
They must have a chance to create institutions that respond to their needs
and priorities. Development, therefore, is no longer a benevolent top-down
exercise.

As long as politics and development were treated as two separate phe-
nomena, what political scientists had to say about development was at best
of secondary interest. Since the 1990s, however, this has changed. The result
is that political scientists have increasingly focused their work on issues of
democratization and regime transition. The question that must be raised at
this point, however, is: Are we really helping to get politics right?

Working under the mantle of the international development agencies has
its own costs. The agencies wish to see results quickly and they look for
a blueprint for their interventions. Much of what has happened in recent
years under the rubric of “good governance” reflects these problems. The
main ambition has been to carry out transfer of institutions from the north
to the south, based on the assumption that somehow they realign the incen-
tive structures to foster improved forms of governance. The emphasis on
strengthening civil society, free and fair elections, and more transparency and
public accountability in the public sector are noble aims – and they enjoy sup-
port in certain circles in African countries. The way these attempted transfers
have occurred, however, has typically ignored the social and political realities
on the ground in Africa.

For this reason, there is need to take a step backward and reflect on
why these proposed incentive structures do not work in Africa. The study
of politics in Africa over the years has generated an enormous amount of
insights that cannot be just cast aside at this point. It is precisely because of
incorporating past knowledge with new that we can better understand and
advise those with responsibility for making policy in and/or for Africa. I hope
to bring a comprehensive and also broader perspective on politics in Africa
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thereby showing not only the opportunities, but also the limits to what can
be done. This book is meant to bring a dose of realism to the debate about
the African plight without falling into the trap of Afro-pessimism.

studying africa

Africa is both huge and complex. Any attempt to write a review of what is
happening on the continent faces challenges and difficulties. This volume is
no exception. The problem begins at the level of data collection. What kind
of information is available? How reliable is it? These are questions that most
scholars in our information-rich age never have to – or bother to – address.
Data available from formal institutions in developed societies are usually
taken for granted. They are trusted to be objective descriptors of reality.
Scholarship on Africa can never start from such a premise. Much of what
happens in African economies and societies is not captured in national statis-
tics. Even information gathered for such purposes is fraught with method-
ological weaknesses (Yeats 1990; van de Walle 2001). For instance, sampling
is very difficult in situations where civil administration data are nonexistent
or only partially developed. National population censuses, accordingly, have
to be taken with a grain of salt, as one has to treat public opinion surveys
and other studies drawing on available civil administration data. These are
significant provisos that both reader and researcher must bear in mind.

Nonetheless, a scholarly analysis of Africa cannot avoid facts and fig-
ures. Limitations notwithstanding, data constitute important markers of
both description and analysis. The official information that is available con-
stitutes the common ground on which analysts base their arguments. One
relies on it, but there is reason to keep a healthy distance from it, realizing
its shortcomings.

Although facts and figures are being collected at a country level and
included in national accounts and statistics, the real data banks for Africa –
especially its economic and social development – are hosted by interna-
tional organizations. In other words, the summary information that cov-
ers the continent as a whole is most easily found in agencies like the
World Bank, United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), or the United
Nations Development Programme. The latter, for instance, publishes an
annual Human Development Report with information that transcends the
more economistic data sets provided by the World Bank. Fortunately for
today’s students and researchers, most of this information is also available
on the web through various sites and search engines. For more country-
specific information, some African governments – or parliaments – have
websites on which some public information is available. These sites, how-
ever, are still in need of development, both in terms of content and style of
presentation.



P1: FBQ
0521856167c01 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:21

12 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

Africa’s Geography1

The landmass of Africa is approximately 25 percent larger than that of North
America, including Canada and Alaska. It is roughly the same as Europe
and South America together. With three-quarters of its landmass situated
between the tropic of Cancer and the tropic of Capricorn, Africa is mostly
tropical with hot summers and mild winters. Elevation moderates the climate
especially in eastern and southern Africa. Africa’s two highest mountains –
Mount Kilimanjaro in Tanzania and Mount Kenya in Kenya – are situ-
ated in the immediate vicinity of the equator and have caps covered with
snow.

Africa is one of the fastest urbanizing regions of the world. The urban res-
idents as percentage of the total population rose from 23 percent in 1980 to
36 percent in 2002. Lagos, the former capital of Nigeria and its most impor-
tant port city, is the single largest metropolitan area in sub-Saharan Africa
with over ten million people. The second is the Pretoria/Witwatersrand/
Vereeniging (PWV) conglomeration around Johannesburg in South Africa
with over seven million people. Third is the Kinshasa/Brazzaville area that
spans the lower Congo River with close to six million people. Because so
many people are not officially registered as residents, the total number is diffi-
cult to know in these areas as well as in others. Yet, there are many metropoli-
tan areas that accommodate two million people or more, for example, Cape
Town and Durban in South Africa, Maputo in Mozambique, Abidjan in
Ivory Coast, Nairobi in Kenya, and Dar es Salaam in Tanzania.

Over 700 million people live in sub-Saharan Africa. More than 1,000 lan-
guages are spoken across the continent. Arabic, which dominates in the coun-
tries north of Sahara, is also spoken in countries in the Sahel belt immediately
south of the desert, notably, Mauritania and Sudan. Mandinke, Yoruba, and
Hausa are dominant languages in West Africa; Swahili is most prominent in
eastern Africa; Zulu, Sotho, and Xhosa are the most commonly spoken lan-
guages in southern Africa. Many countries have chosen the language of their
former colonial power for official and business purposes. Thus, French is the
official language in twenty-one countries, English in twenty, and Portuguese
in five. Cameroon and Mauritius use both English and French as official
languages.

Apart from local animistic religions, which continue to exist on the con-
tinent, Christianity and Islam are the most important religions. Orthodox
Christianity reached northeastern Africa from Syria in the fourth century
after Christ. Much later Catholicism was brought to Africa by Portuguese
and Dutch seafarers, some of whom also settled in the southern parts of the
continent. The Republic of South Africa was established by descendants of
these early settlers in the beginning of the twentieth century. Islam came to

1 For information presented in this subsection, I have relied on de Villiers (2003).
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the countries south of the Sahara via North Africa, partly through trade,
partly through warfare (jihad); both Christianity and Islam have grown in
numbers at the expense of believers in animistic forms of religion. Within
Christianity, Catholicism remains the dominant denomination, but protes-
tant churches have been successful in proselytizing and have significant fol-
lowings in many countries. Today, Christianity dominates in nineteen coun-
tries, Islam in eleven.

Geography has played its part in shaping the African predicament in three
important ways. One is through the width of the Saharan desert that sepa-
rates sub-Saharan Africa from the rest of the continent, which instead was
connected to Europe through trade across the Mediterranean Sea. To be
sure, there were long-distance trade routes through the desert, but technol-
ogy available in precolonial days limited the opportunities for indigenous
Africans to create banking houses and other finance institutions that became
so important in developing the Mediterranean region. The second geographic
barrier is the climate and vegetation that discouraged the movement of peo-
ple and animals across long distances in much of Africa. Not only did these
factors hinder trade among Africans, but it also locked them out of the inno-
vations in Europe and the Middle East that helped spur the modernization
of those regions. For instance, neither oxen nor horses were introduced into
African agriculture. Without these draft animals, Africans were also deprived
of access to the plow – another modernizing influence in both Europe and
Asia. The third barrier can be found in the main rivers of the continent –
including the Nile, Congo, Niger, and Zambezi – which have been diffi-
cult to travel for exploring the hinterland. Thus, prior to colonialism in the
beginning of the twentieth century, the interior of Africa remained largely
unknown. Much of it was surrounded by myths that suited the Western
image of Africa as the Dark Continent.

Africa’s History2

Africa’s history does not begin with European colonization, as is sometimes
assumed. In fact, much of human history that is still to be uncovered can
be found in sub-Saharan Africa. Scientific discoveries of early humans have
already been made in both eastern and southern Africa. These indicate that
Africa may well have been the cradle of humankind. Even though paleontol-
ogists and other scientists still disagree among themselves on some critical
points regarding the origin of people, there is no doubt that Africa is central
to their work. In this respect, Africa is the real Old World. This is not the
place for a lengthy review of the continent’s history. Suffice it to mention a
few salient features of the colonial period.

2 For the information presented in this section, I have relied most heavily on Middleton et al.
(1996), Young (1994), and Brown (2004).
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The latter part of the nineteenth century witnessed a surge of interest in
Africa among Europeans. Industrialization and urbanization in Europe had
created demands for new products that were grown in Africa, for example,
palm oil. Improved communications like the steamship facilitated travel; the
telegraph paved the way for new information flows. The opening of the Suez
Canal in 1869 made travel to and from the African continent easier. Growing
knowledge of tropical medicine and the onset of geographical exploration
also helped open the interior of Africa to outsiders and their interest. Much
of it centered on the continent’s natural and mineral resources. The discovery
of diamonds in Kimberley in South Africa in 1867 was one such milestone.
Britain and France were most active among the European powers during this
scramble for Africa.

The colonial period in Africa began officially with the Berlin Confer-
ence in 1884–85, during which the African continent was divided into
colonies between the principal European powers at the time: Britain, France,
Germany, Belgium, Italy, Portugal, and Spain. Ambition and power allowed
Britain and France to grab control of the majority of these new colonies.
Some of the smaller countries like Portugal were able to retain control of
territory in Africa thanks to the diplomatic support of Britain in its attempt
to fight off pressures from France and Germany. Effective control in many
of these places was established only much later, in some cases not until the
beginning of the twentieth century. The colonial interlude – as historians
typically describe it – lasted until 1960, although the continent was not fully
liberated until thirty years later when the white apartheid regime in South
Africa agreed to majority rule. It was quite brief. For instance, Kenya’s first
president was born in 1896 before the British had established full control
of that colony. He served as president from 1963 to 1978. In other words,
in his own lifetime he had experienced the full length of the colonial period
and also ruled his own country for no less than fifteen years!

The European colonization of Africa was carried out using both carrot and
whip. Many African chiefs realized that they could not defeat the European
invaders and they preferred to strike a deal, often on very unfavorable terms.
Other African chiefs – or groups of people – did engage in resistance and
warfare. As military control gave way to civil administration in the colonies,
economic issues became more important. Infrastructural investments were
made in railways, roads, and harbors in order to facilitate exportation of
crops and minerals. Taxation was used as a means of inducing smallholding
farmers to engage in cash crop production. Although wage labor became
important over time, conscription of labor by force was common in less
developed areas, like the Portuguese colonies, until the 1960s. Concession-
ary companies and white settlers, especially in southern Africa, were also
important actors on the agricultural scene in colonial days.

Where settlers monopolized land and resources, colonialism tended to
bear harshly on traditional African life. Elsewhere, however, the direct
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European impact tended to be much less. The very small number of European
colonial officials in these places necessitated reliance on African intermedi-
aries. This system, indirect rule, meant that African chiefs were incorpo-
rated into the colonial system of rule. Despite this form of integration of
local African rulers into the administration, the British colonial doctrine
emphasized the separateness of its colonies from the imperial power. Within
the extension of this doctrine was the notion of political independence for
the colonies in the distant future. The French practiced a different doctrine,
which envisaged the assimilation of Africans as citizens of a greater France,
although little was done to put this into reality until after the Second World
War. These contrasting principles were important in shaping the process of
decolonization and, subsequently, postcolonial relationships.

Racial discrimination was deeply resented by those Africans who had
been educated during colonial days. It was especially pronounced in the
British colonies where the notion of separateness was put into practice both
in official and social contexts. In some places, workers protested or revolted
for the same reason. In other instances, revolts were caused by disputes over
taxes. Especially well known and studied is such a riot by women in eastern
Nigeria in 1929.

African resistance to colonialism was initially focused primarily on
improving the conditions for the indigenous people. Many of the initial
organizations were so-called welfare societies, trade unions, social clubs,
and sports clubs (Hodgkin 1956). Only after the Second World War did the
aspirations begin to include political objectives, initially self-government,
and soon thereafter full political independence. Developments in the French
colonies were especially important. In 1944 the government-in-exile led by
General de Gaulle, which was based in Congo-Brazzaville, one of the French
colonies, had promised Africans a new deal. In 1946, Africans were given
the right to elect their own representatives in the French National Assembly.
The political parties active in France established their own branches or asso-
ciates in the colonies and Africans were elected on party tickets that were
linked to these French parties. Loi Cadre in 1956 was meant to guarantee
universal suffrage to all African colonies, but to the dismay of many African
nationalists, it was applied in such a way that the two federations – one for
west and a second for equatorial French Africa – were withered away. The
British began their decolonization in West Africa. Although a series of inci-
dents in the Gold Coast (now Ghana) and Nigeria helped trigger nationalist
sentiments, the transfer of power in both countries went relatively smoothly.
Without wishing to take anything away from those who so gallantly fought
for political sovereignty on the day of political independence, the ceremony
was first and foremost pomp and circumstance.

The most important aspect of the decolonization process for the purpose
of this volume is the acceleration of the progress to independence that took
place in the 1950s. The colonial governments had not anticipated such a



P1: FBQ
0521856167c01 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:21

16 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

quick transition. To the extent that they were planning a peaceful transition
during which they could make Africans familiar with principles of gover-
nance associated with their own democratic states, they never got time to
put it into practice. The result was that political organizations remained
movements that were more interested in overturning the whole regime than
to participate within the specific parameters of parliamentary rule.

Africa’s Economy3

The majority of the African economies are both small and fragile, and there
is evidence that the region south of the Sahara is being increasingly left
behind in the global economy. Details of this will be provided in some of the
subsequent chapters. The most important information to share at this point
is that poverty is rampant in Africa. As many as 40 percent of the population
live on less than one U.S. dollar a day, while as many as 75 percent live on less
than two U.S dollars a day. Africa’s share of the poorest people in the world
increased from 25 to 30 percent during the 1990s. Unlike all other developing
regions, output per capita in Africa was lower in 2002 than it was thirty years
earlier. This does not mean that Africa lacks wealthy people. They are also
on the increase and with that process in full swing the gap between rich and
poor is also growing. Only Latin America has a more unequal distribution
of income than Africa.

Another piece of factual information that cannot be ignored is that eco-
nomic growth in Africa during colonial times and in the first few years after
independence was at par with other regions of the world. For instance,
between 1960 and 1973 – in most African countries coinciding with the
first decade of political independence – the region’s economic growth was
no different from that of South Asia. Africa’s inability to keep pace with the
rest of the world, therefore, has occurred mainly since the early 1970s. To
put this in perspective: In 1957, when Ghana became independent, it was
more prosperous than the Republic of Korea (South Korea). Today, Korea’s
economy is eighty times larger than that of Ghana. In 1965, the economic
output in Indonesia and Nigeria was roughly the same. Thirty-five years
later, that of Indonesia was eight times bigger.

The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita in many African coun-
tries has declined since the 1970s. The average GDP per head in 2001 was
U.S.$567 compared with U.S.$660 in 1980. In some of the least developed
countries like Niger, Togo, and Zambia, the decline during that period was
as high as 30 percent. The poorest countries were in fact poorer in 2003
than they were forty years earlier at political independence, despite an eco-
nomic recovery in the late 1990s. It is no surprise, therefore, that out of the

3 For information in this section I have relied primarily on African Development Indicators
2004, published by the World Bank (2004), The Economist (2004), and Sparks (2004).
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forty-nine countries classified by the United Nations as least developed in
2001, thirty-four were in sub-Saharan Africa.

Africa’s poverty is not because the continent is short of natural resources.
To be sure, the soils in the region vary in quality and in many places are not
very fertile. Yet, agriculture was developed even on poor soils in colonial
days but has been allowed to degrade in recent decades, making Africa the
only region where per capita agricultural production has been going down.
Africa’s real wealth to date is buried in its old rocks. The region has a diversity
of minerals that exceeds that of most other regions of the world. Countries
like South Africa, Ghana, and Tanzania, together with Russia, are among the
top producers of gold in the world. Angola, Botswana, Democratic Republic
of Congo, Sierra Leone, South Africa, and Tanzania are all principal sup-
pliers of diamonds in the world market. Strategic minerals that are used in
the defense industries in the United States and around the world are also in
generous supply in Africa. Finally, oil and natural gas are becoming increas-
ingly important to the region’s economic growth and export. Nigeria is a
main supplier to the United States, as is Angola. Gabon and Cameroon are
strategically important to France as producers and exporters of oil. Chad,
Equatorial Guinea, and Sudan are among other countries in Africa that have
recently entered the world market as significant exporters of oil.

Despite its riches, African countries have not been very successful in woo-
ing investors to the continent. Globalization in the past twenty years has
generated more intense competition for capital. Developing countries raised
their share of foreign direct investment (FDI) from 21 percent in 1988 to
42 percent ten years later. The bulk of this money has gone to Asian coun-
tries. Africa’s share in 1988 was only 5 percent of all FDI going to develop-
ing country regions. FDI as percentage of Gross National Income (GNI) was
less than 1 percent. Twenty-nine states in Africa did not even manage to
attract U.S.$50 million in foreign investment. Nigeria received by far the
most – U.S.$1,800 million – primarily for developments in the petroleum
sector.

A significant bottleneck for economic development in many countries
of the region is its poor physical infrastructure. Essential services such as
electric power, water, roads, railways, ports, and communications have
been neglected, especially in the rural areas. In addition to long dis-
tance, it is often the poor state of the physical infrastructure that makes
transportation costs in the region exceedingly high. Whereas such costs have
gone down in all other regions of the world, they have gone up in Africa. To
put this in perspective: Excluding South Africa, the whole region has fewer
paved roads today than Poland, one of the poorest member countries of the
European Union!

For the purpose of this volume the most important things to reiterate
about the region’s economy is that it remains undeveloped and is becom-
ing increasingly marginalized in a competitive global economy where other
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table 1. Intervals for Political
Independence in Africa

Number of
Interval Countries

1955–59 3
1960–64 26
1965–69 6
1970–79 9
1980–89 1
1990–99 2

developing regions are making the fastest headway. Africa continues to rely
on exporting primary commodities. It cannot generate enough investment
capital from within and is largely failing to attract foreign investments. Its
countries often have to sell themselves cheap in the global market in order
to attract investors.

Political Facts about Africa4

Sub-Saharan Africa consists of forty-eight independent states.5 All but two
are former colonies. Ethiopia is the oldest country in the region. It was
never colonized. Liberia was established as an independent republic with
the assistance of the United States in 1847. South Africa gained political
independence under white minority rule in 1910, but shifted officially to
majority rule in 1994. All other states gained their independence after 1956,
with Sudan the first and Ghana the second in 1957. As Table 1 shows, the
majority became politically sovereign in the 1960s. Virtually all countries
belonging to the British and French empires gained their independence in
the 1960s; the only exception was Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe. Like the white
minority in South Africa earlier, the European settlers in Rhodesia declared
unilateral independence in 1965, but fifteen years later they were forced by
African liberation movements to transform the system into majority rule. The
rise in number of independent states in the 1970s is explained by the demise of
the Portuguese empire. Its five colonies – Angola, Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau,
Mozambique, and Sao Tome and Principe – all gained their independence
in 1975 soon after the fascist regime in Lisbon had been overthrown in a
military coup. The last country to gain independence is Eritrea, which broke
away from Ethiopia.

4 The presentation in this section relies primarily on The Economist (2004), Gleditsch et al.
(2003), and Sparks (2004).

5 Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia are considered part of Africa north of the Sahara.
In international politics, they are considered part of the Middle East region.
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table 2. How African Leaders Left Office, 1960–20036

Cause 1960–69 1970–79 1980–89 1990–99 2000–03 Total

Overthrown in coup,
war, or invasion

27 30 22 22 6 107

Died of natural or
accidental causes

2 3 4 3 0 12

Assassination (not
part of coup)

1 1 1 1 0 5

Retired voluntarily 1 2 5 9 2 19
Lost election 0 0 1 12 6 19
Other (interim or

caretaker regime)
6 8 4 14 1 33

In 1999, a fifth of all Africans lived in countries battered by war. Warfare
has been common in Africa since the 1970. The twenty-eight wars fought
in the region between 1970 and 2004 resulted in more than seven million
refugees. The single most devastating in terms of human life is the thirty-
year-old civil war in Sudan, which cost two million people their lives between
1972 and 2002. As many as one million people were killed in the fighting
between Tutsis and Hutus in Rwanda in 1994. The civil war in Angola that
lasted twenty-seven years caused the death of at least half a million people. It
must be recognized that most warfare in Africa has been within, rather than
between, states. Despite the artificiality of the region’s political boundaries,
which were established by the colonial powers over the heads of the local
people and their leaders, they have remained intact since independence. In
fact the only real interstate war has been between Ethiopia and Eritrea.
Ironically, it was fought over the validity of a particular map drawn by the
Italians as they tried to occupy the Horn of Africa in the late nineteenth
century.

When African countries became independent, with a few exceptions like
the ex-Portuguese colonies, they inherited the basic principles of a parlia-
mentary system. To be sure, Africans were never really given time to adopt
it as their own. They abandoned it soon after independence in favor of a
presidential system, the assumption being that it would give the new states
the strong executive they needed in order to stay together and develop eco-
nomically. These systems soon turned highly authoritarian. Many became
dysfunctional. The result was that between 1960 and 1979 no fewer than
fifty-nine heads of state were toppled or assassinated. Only three retired
peacefully.

6 This table is borrowed from The Economist (2004), which in turned got it from Dr. Arthur
Goldsmith of Harvard University.
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The introduction of multiparty politics and competitive elections in most
countries since the early 1990s means that being voted out of power is an
increasing possibility. Eighteen heads of state have lost elections and been
replaced by someone else. This new political dispensation, however, has also
exacerbated conflict in some countries and some rulers have found it hard to
accept the prospect of losing an election. The overall picture of how politics
is being conducted in Africa, therefore, is mixed.

If a public opinion poll carried out by the Afrobarometer7 in 2003 is
anything to go by, there are strong objections to nondemocratic government
and strong support for democracy as the least bad system of government.
Although the poll was conducted in only in one-third of all forty-eight coun-
tries,8 it provides an indication of individual preferences among Africans
when interviewed in private. Seventy-seven percent of the respondents dis-
approve of coups, 76 percent reject dictatorship, and 67 percent object to
one-party rule. On average, however, more than one out of five respondents
believed that what kind of system of rule a country has doesn’t make a dif-
ference to ordinary folks like themselves. One of five South African respon-
dents also thought that opposition parties should be barred from standing
for office.

These figures do not translate into public pressure on leaders to behave
more democratically. There is no such thing as an effective public opinion
that operates with a view to changing regime or policy. The only pressure in
such a direction comes from the international community, mainly through
the diplomatic missions and development assistance agencies of OECD coun-
tries.9 In response to the new political circumstances that have emerged
since the 1990s, some African governments have also been active in tak-
ing the initiative to create a better political and administrative framework
for the region’s social and economic development. The New Partnership for
Africa’s Development (NEPAD) is very ambitious in its effort to holistically
and comprehensively tackle the continent’s many obstacles to development.
More specifically, its priorities include (a) creating peace, security, and sta-
bility, (b) investing in people, (c) promoting industrialization, (d) increasing
the use of information and communications technology, and (e) developing
basic infrastructure.

7 The poll was conducted in 2003 by a consortium of African and American social scientists.
See www.afrobarometer.org.

8 The countries included in the survey were Botswana, Cape Verde, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho,
Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, Uganda, and
Zambia. I have referred to “one-third” in the text because the actual number – fifteen –
is approximate enough to that.

9 OECD is the acronym for the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development,
which is made up of all the industrialized countries in Europe and North America as well as
Japan and Korea.
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NEPAD is heralded as an African initiative and has attracted initial sup-
port because of the promise by many, if not all, of Africa’s leaders to include
a regular review of their governance performance. It is too early to say how
far this – the latest – initiative aimed at addressing the African development
quandary will go. International donors wish to believe that this is different
from previous attempts but remain guarded with regard to how genuine the
commitment is among African government leaders to the new governance
agenda.

organization of this volume

This volume is made up of twelve chapters and there is logic to its organiza-
tion. The second chapter introduces a common thread in African politics ever
since the days of struggle for independence from the colonial powers: the
effort by its political leaders to shape a future based on Africa’s own cultural
idioms. This ambition has both a temporal and a spatial dimension. In the
days of decolonization and immediately thereafter, the objective of Africa’s
leaders was to distance themselves as much as possible from the values and
institutions of the colonial state. Some political leaders emphasized this
more than others, but they all shared the idea that Africa could be recreated
in the image of its own indigenous traditions using – paradoxically – the
rhetoric of modernism. Thus, whereas I accept that remnants of colonialism
have continued in African societies after independence, I differ from the
arguments of several other authors who imply that colonial influences were
formative long after independence. Chapter Two, The Movement Legacy,
discusses the role that nationalist movements came to play in shaping postin-
dependence politics in Africa. Organized underground to fight an external
enemy – the colonial power – it required both secrecy and informality to be
successful. Once in power, these movements retained much of their original
momentum and never became just another set of political parties. Instead,
they claimed monopoly of the political arena while keeping the reins of
power in the hands of a very small group of people. This chapter also shows
how the movement legacy has lived on and served as a model for political
renewal in countries that suffered chaos, tyranny, or other types of decline.

Chapter Three, The Problematic State, reviews the literature on the state
in Africa and places it in a comparative perspective. It shows how this institu-
tion lacks a social base and thus fails to serve as an instrument in the hands
of a particular ruling group or class, and how officials ignore both roles
and rules and thus render the state both weak and soft. It further discusses
the implications for Africa’s chances of making progress in the future. The
Economy of Affection, Chapter Four, brings in a discussion of the political
economy in Africa that prevails because of the rudimentary social formations
that still dominate the continent, and highlights why the state fails to play the
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role of a corporate body serving society. Above all, here I show the rationale
for the significance of informal institutions and how it can be best understood
with the help of social exchange theory.

So in the absence of a functioning state, how do African countries govern
themselves? The answer is suggested in the title of the next chapter: Big Man
Rule. It discusses the phenomenon of neopatrimonialism and how leaders
in Africa have typically seen themselves as standing above and beyond the
rule of law. Instead of relying on formal institutions, they fall back upon a
personalized system of rule in which informal institutions prevail. The second
part of this chapter focuses on recent efforts in many African countries to
constitutionalize rule into more democratic forms of governance. It shows
how unofficial or informal mechanisms nonetheless tend to prevail and create
uncertainties regarding which rules apply and to whom.

Where politics dominates, economics takes the back seat. Such is the
policy-making reality in African countries. Policy makers tend to make their
decisions based on an expressive value rationality rather than on a more
instrumentalist calculation of costs and benefits, feasibility, or sustainability.
Chapter Six, The Policy Deficit, discusses how African officials approach
policy and what its consequences tend to be. It provides an understand-
ing of why policy in African countries rarely leaves behind a living legacy
that society can build on and why African governments are not real policy
governments.

Having identified the basic features of politics in Africa, the next three
chapters more closely examine its underlying dimensions. The Agrarian
Question, Chapter Seven, deals with trends in African agriculture since inde-
pendence and discusses how what was once considered the economic back-
bone of the continent now has become its Achilles heel. It shows how eco-
nomic policies have had little positive effect on agricultural production and
how peasant households have become increasingly dependent on off-farm
sources of income. This chapter discusses how people rely on the economy
of affection to pursue strategies that ignore official policy and the work of
formal institutions. It compares the position of peasants in African countries
with that of peasants in Asia in order to illustrate the problems of replicating
a Green Revolution there.

Chapter Eight, Gender and Politics, focuses on how the economy of affec-
tion influences the issue of gender and politics. It locates the gender issue in
its cultural, social, and economic context showing how it differs in Africa
from what is found in Eurasian societies. It discusses the heavy economic
burden that African women carry and how, much as a result, their poten-
tial outside the household remains underutilized. The chapter concludes by
discussing some of the headway African women have made in the economy
and in politics despite the heavy odds against which they work.

Ethnicity and Conflict, Chapter Nine, traces the way the concept of ethnic-
ity has featured in the study of African politics and how, more recently, it has
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been examined, especially in the context of the growing number of intrastate
conflicts in the region. It argues that neither ethnicity per se nor access to
economic enclave resources is enough to explain the frequency of conflict.
Instead, the cause of conflict must be sought in the political realm and espe-
cially in the inclination among leaders to demonstrate that they have presti-
gious followings that give them power and influence in the political game.

The movement legacy has survived because political leaders in Africa have
continued to view themselves as engaged in a battle against external forces,
often more specifically identified as neocolonialism or The West. Chap-
ter Ten, The External Dimension, argues that external factors are important
because they condition the circumstances in which Africans make decisions.
They are not determinants, however, because a determining factor implies
agency and thus must be attributed to humans acting individually or in con-
cert. This chapter compares the literature on Africa’s economic dependence
on the world economy in the 1970s with the more recent literature on global-
ization, and demonstrates that the region is more marginal today than it ever
was in the 1970s. This has definite repercussions on how Africans behave
and make choices, including how they sustain the movement legacy.

The last two chapters pull things together. Chapter Eleven, So What Do
We Know?, shows what the accumulated knowledge of politics in Africa
really is. It discusses ten propositions on which there seems to be full agree-
ment in the discipline of political science. Based on this consensus, I offer my
own concluding interpretation of the subject matter of this book, discussing
its implications for further research and showing how it relates to ongoing
interests in the discipline. Chapter Twelve, Quo Vadis Africa?, raises the
question of where Africa is going from here. The question arises from the
accumulated knowledge demonstrated in this volume and is being answered
with some practical policy advice on what to do. Without falling into the trap
of providing yet another blueprint, I give some suggestions about the kind
of reforms that may be necessary both in African political systems and in
the relationship between African governments and their international donor
partners.

conclusions

Finally, for those familiar with my earlier writings, let me confirm that this
book may be seen as a sequitur to No Shortcuts to Progress, which came out
in 1983. More than twenty years have passed. It is interesting to reflect on
differences between then and now. The early 1980s was a time when a strong
measure of development optimism still prevailed. The challenge was largely
that of shifting the burden from state to market, from public to private and
voluntary organizations. There was an accompanying shift in the literature
from development administration to development management that recog-
nized development was not merely the prerogative of a public service, but
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a responsibility that had to be shared by multiple agencies. Today, there
is growing awareness that there are no easy institutional fixes. Underlying
structural forces limit the extent to which policy provides answers to Africa’s
predicament. This message is not a cause for pessimism, but only one of cau-
tion regarding Africa’s development prospects. What it does mean, however,
is that governments in Africa and international development agencies have
to think outside the box, if they wish to be more effective in pushing the
continent forward.
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The Movement Legacy

This chapter – and the full volume, for that matter – begins from the premise
that those of us who study politics in Africa have usually underestimated
the symbolic power of the collective experience of colonialism. Few, if any,
have lived through these conditions. We have never been treated in the often
dehumanizing and certainly derogatory manner in which the colonial mas-
ters approached their African subjects. In short, we have difficulties in fully
grasping the power of both imagery and rhetoric associated with the first
generation of nationalist leaders in Africa. The vehicles for gaining inde-
pendence were not conventional political parties but social movements that
demanded control not only of parliament, but also of society at large. To
the Africans fighting for independence, it was a battle in black and white.
You were either for us or against us. There was little room for reconcilia-
tion with the enemy. This willingness and ability of the early nationalists to
stand up to a stronger outside force has continued to appeal to subsequent
generations of Africans. They set the tone for others to follow: the notion of
the supremacy of politics in defense of colonized people.

To the extent that we look for agency among African leaders, we should
focus on their wish to conquer the political kingdom and reverse or oppose
the agenda that has been set for them by outsiders, be they the colonial
powers as in the past or members of the international community as in more
recent years. To fully appreciate this story of fifty years of independence
politics, it is appropriate to begin this volume with an analysis of how the
supremacy of politics emerged and has since manifested itself, beginning
with the early years of independence and moving forward to more recent
times. Drawing on the literature on political parties and their relationship
to the state, this chapter argues that the nationalist movements left behind a
legacy that has made a transition to conventional party politics difficult on
the continent.

25
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the rise and practice of political supremacy

It is no exaggeration that the name of Kwame Nkrumah should feature
prominently in any analysis of how the political dynamic in Africa after
independence would evolve. As Prime Minister and later the first President
of what had been the Gold Coast and is now Ghana, he was directly more
responsible than any other person for the wind of change that began to blow
over colonial Africa in the 1950s. He was the charismatic and articulate rep-
resentative of a new generation of West African intellectuals and politicians
ready to break with the colonial past. Demands for better wages or more
educational opportunities were seen as too deferent and conservative; so was
the call for self-government. The only thing that counted in the minds of his
generation was full political independence. Drawing on a biblical metaphor,
Nkrumah demanded nothing less than the whole political kingdom.1 With
it, he dreamed, everything else would be added onto them. He was the undis-
puted leader of the Convention People’s Party that had defeated the oppo-
sition in preindependence elections. Nkrumah came to set the tone, both
ideologically and organizationally, for much of the rest of Africa. He helped
radicalize the political demands by Africans across the continent. Although
his ideas, like those of other African nationalists, had been shaped by expo-
sure to European philosophy, their political claim was to recreate a future
for Africa that signified a break with the colonial past. This call has contin-
ued to echo throughout the region to this day despite the fact that Nkrumah
himself was toppled from power in 1966, only nine years after having led
the country to independence.

The full impact of the movement legacy across Africa has not always been
appreciated. The more common approach has been to look at the colonial
legacy as a prime determinant of development, both economic and political,
after independence. The argument here is that, through nationalist move-
ments, it is the response of Africans to the colonial legacy that is most impor-
tant. This does not take away the role that colonialism has played, but it
makes its impact indirect rather than direct. It has conditioned agency on the
continent, but it cannot be labeled a determinant factor. The latter requires
agency and colonialism itself is not an agent, only a structural legacy. As this
chapter also demonstrates, the movement legacy has lived on as a source
for political renewal in African countries in more recent times. Political and
economic reform, therefore, has come through the renewal and energy that
movements can produce. Africa’s reliance on movements rather than on
formal political parties, however, is associated with its own challenges and
problems. Foremost of these are the nature of its agenda and how it can

1 Nkrumah was prone to using religious and other metaphors in his political speeches. For
further detail, see for example, Nkrumah (1961) and Apter (1963).
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table 3. The Supremacy of Politics by Period, 1955–Present

Years Main Feature Main Objective

1955–1968 Party state Order
1969–1981 Development state Progress
1982–Present Contracting state Control

sustain its legitimacy. Africa’s history since independence is full of examples
of how movements have become liabilities or have been overthrown.

In examining the literature on African politics, it is possible to discern
three rather distinct phases during which the supremacy of politics has been
exercised with different objectives. I suggest that during the first decade or
so after independence, the ultimate aim of politics was to create and sustain
a new order. Nationalist leaders, though optimistic about the future, had
no experience of exercising power. They were anxious to secure their own
position at the helm of the state; hence the rise of what has since been referred
to as the party state. In the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, the objective
shifted from order to development. The political leaders realized that they
needed to show their ability to develop their countries; hence their interest in
grabbing control of the state for purposes of guiding progress. The party state
was replaced by the development state. The third phase began in the 1980s
and has continued to date. These past two decades have been characterized
by international efforts aimed at contracting the state and, therefore, limiting
the supremacy of politics, which for the political leaders in these countries
has been an affront to their position as heads of sovereign nation-states. This
challenge has often had the effect of making the leaders even more anxious
to exercise their supremacy, if for no other objective than to ensure their
own control of the political process. The main features of the three periods
are summarized in Table 3.

I am not arguing that from the perspective of each country, this peri-
odization is set in stone. For some countries, especially those that were late
in gaining political independence, these periods have been compressed. Some
Africanist scholars may also disagree because they use a different definition
of key terms. For example, Widner (1992) writes about the rise of a party
state in Kenya, arguing that it was consolidated in that country only during
the Moi regime that began in 1978. Admittedly painting in somewhat broad
strokes, the main reason for my periodization is to capture the ideological
shifts that took place in the postcolonial years and which are reflected in the
objectives associated with exercising political supremacy. In this perspec-
tive, the notion of a party state with an emphasis on order is the first of three
major scenarios that characterize politics after independence in sub-Saharan
Africa.



P1: ndz
0521856167c02 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 16:53

28 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

The Party State

The evolution of politics after independence was very much determined by
the extent to which the nationalist struggle had been carried out under one or
more banners. Because the colonial power was viewed as a common enemy,
nationalists in many African countries managed to unite into one dominant
political movement. It happened in Ghana and was repeated in most French-
speaking countries and later also in Tanganyika, Malawi, and Zambia. As
Wallerstein (1961:95) noted, this was the standard pattern. There were other
countries, however, where the pattern was less clear-cut. Nigeria had three
major political parties, each representing a major ethnic constellation. In
Kenya, the nationalists were divided in two major organizations, one repre-
senting the two largest ethnic groups, the other drawing support from the
smaller ethnic groups in the country.

The first generation of students of African politics tended to treat the
nationalist organizations as political parties. There was an understandable
inclination at the time to assume that once independence was gained, these
organizations would become political parties occupying different sides in
the parliament. That they would have difficulty in accommodating them-
selves to the rules of parliamentary politics was not a major concern in the
early literature on Africa’s political organizations in the postindependence
era. The primary concern was how parties tended to differ in terms of their
organization and mode of operation. The concepts used to highlight these
differences varied, but pointed in the same direction. Morgenthau (1961)
distinguished between mass parties, on the one hand, and cadre or patron
parties, on the other. In her view, mass parties claim to represent all the
people, have strong institutional leadership, are quite disciplined, and are
singularly focused on building a new nation by using organization as a prin-
cipal instrument. Patron parties, by contrast, rely on personal leadership, are
less disciplined, and do not make the same concerted effort to foment a new
nation. Another prominent scholar at the time, Hodgkin (1961:69), made
a similar distinction between mass and elite parties, the latter reflecting the
structure of society as it is, the former trying to impose its own new type
of structure upon society. This initial classification was further refined in
what became the most influential publication at the time, an edited volume
on political parties and national integration (Coleman and Rosberg 1966).
With specific reference to criteria such as ideology, popular participation,
and organizational aspects, the contributors to this volume agreed that the
two dominant patterns among African political parties are best classified
as pragmatic-pluralistic and revolutionary-centralizing. The former corre-
sponds to the elite or patron parties listed above, whereas the latter are the
equivalents of the mass-party category.

There are at least two reasons why the revolutionary-centralizing pattern
became dominant after independence. One is the sense of insecurity that
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many nationalist leaders experienced once they were in power. The second
is the interest leaders had in showing that they could make a difference to
their country. The first may be called the challenge of horizontal integration.
The nationalist political organizations were typically urban-based and led by
members of a relatively small, educated elite. It fell on their shoulders to hold
the emerging new nation together as the campaign for independence, mani-
fested in preindependence elections and other political pursuits like protests,
strikes, and demonstrations, mobilized mass support based on ethnic loy-
alties (Geertz 1963; Coleman and Rosberg 1966). Bringing representatives
of all significant groups on board the nationalist bandwagon was not par-
ticularly difficult during the days of decolonization because there was the
perception of a common enemy. After independence, however, the task of
holding the coalition together became more challenging. This process had
gone out of control in several countries, notably the Congo, where Lumumba
had attempted to command a nationalist movement along revolutionary-
centralizing lines, but due to a number of factors, including his own per-
sonality and intervention by outside agencies, for example, the U.S. Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA), had been repelled, captured, and eventually bru-
tally murdered by his Congolese opponents. Events like that no doubt made
an impression on political leaders elsewhere on the continent.

Lumumba’s intention to create a revolutionary political organization may
have been an overstretch in the sense that a country with such ethnic diver-
sity but generally poor communications didn’t easily lend itself to such a
strategy.2 For purposes of control and integration, however, the events in the
Congo did not deter other nationalist leaders from adopting a revolutionary-
centralizing approach to rule. Many of them had been exposed to Marxist-
Leninist ideas about political organization, and recognized the importance
of uniting under a common ideological banner. In the context of decoloniza-
tion and building new states, nationalism in Africa was the ideology of the
oppressed, not as in Europe, where the bourgeoisie had domesticated that
ideology in the nineteenth century (Gellner 1983). Thus, instead of being
imbued with a liberal content, it increasingly took on socialist ingredients.
This happened at independence or soon thereafter in several West African
countries, notably Ghana, Guinea, and Mali. It eventually spread to eastern

2 For interested outside observers and actors, the political rhetoric seemed to matter more than
political reality. They were feeling either threatened or inspired by the revolutionary language
of Lumumba and his supporters. Even after he had been killed, the image of a country ripe
for revolution remained in the minds of many external actors, including governments in
the West as well as the East. To the Belgians and the Americans, Congo continued to invoke
images of revolutionary savagery. To the Chinese and the Cubans, it constituted a hotbed
for revolution. To learn how far this image, based on the original revolutionary rhetoric of
Patrice Lumumba and his supporters, was removed from reality, see the publication of Che
Guevara’s posthumous account of his experience in trying to repeat the Cuban revolutionary
success in eastern Congo (Galvez 1999).
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and southern Africa, where nationalist parties in Tanzania and Zambia as
well as liberation movements in countries that were still colonies adopted a
decisively Leninist-inspired approach to political organization, emphasizing
the vanguard role of the leadership in mass political parties.

Not all leaders shared this radicalization of the nationalist cause. The
difference between the revolutionary and pragmatic approaches to politi-
cal supremacy became a source of division on the continent.3 The more
pragmatic-pluralist approach to horizontal integration relied on a combi-
nation of carrots and sticks. Some leaders of particular ethnic groups were
co-opted by being given important positions in the party or the govern-
ment. Others who refused to be bought were detained. As the cases of
Kenya under Kenyatta (1963–78) and Malawi under Banda (1964–1994)
suggest, the two nationalist leaders tried to establish their personal hege-
mony immediately after independence by intimidating or rewarding follow-
ers in ways that neutralized others. The extent to which this approach pro-
vided for more pluralism than the revolutionary-centralizing version seems
to have varied from one country to another. Some scholars have suggested
that Kenya under Kenyatta was, relatively speaking, more open than it was
in later years when his successor, Daniel arap Moi, was in power (e.g.
see Barkan 1994). Given that both used similar methods (but Kenyatta
relied more on the state machinery than the party organization), this point
can easily be contested. Certainly, the case of Malawi – and several oth-
ers in the pragmatic-pluralist category – indicates that the supremacy of
politics tended to produce authoritarian tendencies. Regarding the chal-
lenge of horizontal integration, therefore, there is little evidence to sug-
gest that the more pragmatic approach produced more scope for political
pluralism.

The second reason for the revolutionary-centralizing approach becoming
predominant is best understood in the context of the challenge of vertical
penetration. The notion of political penetration was quite commonly used
in the literature in the 1960s and 1970s (e.g. Cliffe, Coleman, and Doornbos
1977). It aimed at capturing the extent to which the party state reached out
into society to make a difference. I am modifying the concept by highlighting
its specific objective: that of allowing for a vertical penetration by central
authority, whether lodged in the ruling party or in the state machinery, or a
combination of both as was especially the case in countries that had adopted
the revolutionary-centralizing approach.

3 For instance, within the Organization of Africa Unity (OAU) that had been established in
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, in 1963, this difference manifested itself in two blocs, one revolution-
ary, called the Casablanca group, another pragmatic, called the Monrovia group. All claimed
to be nonaligned, but the former leaned much more toward the Communist camp, while the
latter had closer ties with Western countries.
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The issue of vertical penetration became significant after independence
because in the days leading up to independence, the political leadership had
emphasized the importance of expanding political participation. One of the
battle cries of the nationalist campaign was one person, one vote. Univer-
sal suffrage was only extended in the last few years before independence.
Most colonies in Africa were able to organize only one or two elections
using this principle before political independence was granted. The cam-
paign itself, however, had raised political interest and expectations among
members of the public, who initially had been afraid of challenging colonial
authority. Once nationalist leaders demonstrated that this authority could be
challenged, others were ready to follow because most of them had no prob-
lem finding a reason to oppose the occupying power. As Zolberg (1966:21)
argues, as participation was extended, most people hitherto uninvolved in
politics identified with the dominant party unless there was a strong reason –
usually involving primary group ties – for not doing so. The public was open
to leadership – and by implication – penetration of central powers in the
period that followed independence. Comparing the African voters in the
early days of independence with the portrait of their American counterparts
provided by the most influential study on the topic at the time (Campbell
et al. 1960), Zolberg saw some similarity: regardless of cultural context, the
voters would respond to the most powerful available stimulus, whether it
was personality or ideology that attracted them. He laments the fact that no
empirical study was carried out in West Africa to further probe this issue,
but it is worth noting here that my own study on the subject in northwestern
Tanzania in the mid-1960s confirmed two important things: one that sup-
ports Zolberg’s thesis, another that complements it. Villagers in this distant
part of Tanzania had indeed joined the bandwagon of the ruling party –
Tanganyika African National Union (TANU) – but they also demonstrated a
remarkably high level of knowledge both of political personalities and issues
(Hyden 1969). Penetration, therefore, was not just ad hoc and confined to
influencing the minds of people to vote in a particular way; it had also laid
the foundation for a deeper understanding of the situation in which political
participation was being encouraged. Furthermore, whether the villagers lived
close to the main urban center, had access to education in their immediate
vicinity, or were actively involved in commerce made no difference when it
came to political knowledge. This observation is important because it con-
tradicts the argument that was commonly applied to West African countries
in the 1960s: The nationalist movement was capable of mobilizing the public
only at times of elections. The situation that I found in northwestern Tanza-
nia in 1965 was evidence of a strong political organization that had made a
difference of both political awareness and orientation.

Tanzania may be an exception because of the relative absence of eth-
nic rivalries and the possibilities of developing ties cutting across ethnic
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lines as well as the outstanding ability of the country’s foremost nation-
alist leader, Julius Nyerere, to use cultural idioms that made sense to local
people. This was especially well documented in a study by Miller (1970),
who demonstrated how the ruling party at the local level got involved in an
almost endless number of petty issues that, from a legal perspective, were
private rather than public. Miller concludes that in the villages he studied in
the mid-60s, the new nationalist movement acted with what amounted to
parental authority. Such empirical evidence is not unique. Wherever else the
nationalist leaders insisted on establishing a party state, vertical penetration
tended to affect people’s perception of the relationship between rulers and
ruled in line with prevailing cultural idioms. Politics was indeed supreme,
even on matters that from a Western horizon would be called the private
realm.

The impact of politics in countries where leaders adopted a pragmatic-
pluralist approach was generally less dramatic, but it would be wrong to
assume that it was not there. It may have been less ideological and more
personally discretionary, but there was also a sense that politics was the
means to achieve a change in their conditions. It was the question of what
this change should be all about that came to the fore in the late 1960s and
shifted the concerns from political order to national development.

The Development State

The emergence of a more explicit focus on development was, to a great
extent, the result of a failure of the nationalist leadership to meet popular
expectations about what political independence was supposed to imply. The
nationalists themselves had promoted the idea that the essential experience
during the colonial period was exploitation of the local people. By implica-
tion, they promised a different state of affairs after independence. By the end
of the 1960s, the political leaders had little to show for themselves. The party
state had not delivered much, if any, tangible improvement in the lives of the
common people. Concern with development, therefore, became paramount
for enhancing the political legitimacy of those in power. People expected
progress, not decline.

The supremacy of politics suited this new orientation quite well. The late
1960s and the 1970s were the heyday of Keynesian thinking in development
economics. The latter implied the role that government plays in managing
demand in the economy by providing funding for projects that put money
into the pockets of people. Much the same way that the Marshall Plan had
helped governments after the Second World War in Western Europe, African
governments were seen as being helped by transfers of capital that would
raise demands for local products. Although foreign aid had begun already at
independence, it was only in the late 1960s and early 1970s that it became
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a major feature of African development. Foreign aid was viewed as first and
foremost a government-to-government transfer. Most of it went straight from
one treasury to another with few, if any, questions asked. For instance, no
one really questioned whether the state in African countries had the capacity
to play the same role that it had in Western Europe after 1945.

The new focus on the development state provided a rationale for contin-
uing the supremacy of politics. Although questions had been raised about
the integrity of the political leadership and its interest in public issues during
the party-state period, these concerns seemed peripheral to the international
community because it promoted the notion of a development state as the
mechanism for enhancing progress on the African continent. Bilateral and
multilateral donor agencies alike defended this new logic. The World Bank
during the time the former U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara was
its president (1968–80) played a pivotal role in promoting and supporting
the development-state model.

This model also justified a strong central authority. The distinction that
scholars had made during the first period between revolutionary-centralizing
and pragmatic-pluralist types of political parties was now replaced by the
extent to which the state followed socialist or capitalist policies. The premises
of the development state were more in tune with socialism than with cap-
italism because it implied a strong central authority and guidance. It is no
surprise, therefore, that an increasing number of African states became orga-
nized along socialist rather than capitalist lines. During this second period,
socialist states were generally regarded as being better equipped than capi-
talist ones to achieve progress. Socialism also provided a stronger rationale
for the perpetuation of the movement legacy. Attention during the 1970s
shifted from West to East Africa. What happened in the three East African
countries of Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda stands out as most significant
during this period.

Tanzania was in many respects the prototype of the development state.
President Nyerere had paved the way for socialism by having his ruling
party adopt the Arusha Declaration in 1967. It led to nationalization of the
major means of production and trade. The Tanzanian state became a vir-
tually monopolistic actor in the country’s economy. The ruling party was
meant to mobilize the peasantry against bureaucratization much like the
so-called Red Guards in China, but state officials, especially after authority
had been decenetralized to regional and district levels in 1972, continued
to prevail. Decentralization only reinforced what was already a rigid top-
down approach to managing development (Coulson 1982). What made the
Tanzanian approach especially interesting, however, was Nyerere’s ability to
justify his new policies with reference to indigenous African values, notably
the notion of ujamaa – literally, familyhood, but more generically meaning
“sharing.” This language took away some of the rougher edges that Western
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analysts associated with a Marxist-Leninist approach to development. Dur-
ing a ten-year period beginning in 1968, Tanzania earned a lot of respect in
development circles and was able to translate this into an unusually great
influence on the world scene, first in the context of the attempts by Third
World countries to establish a new international economic order (NIEO)
and later on in the context of so-called south-to-south development efforts.4

Tanzania during the 1970s was a living example that the supremacy of poli-
tics inherent in the movement legacy paid off.

In the shadow of the light shed on Tanzania, neighboring Kenya received
much less attention from those interested in funding development. Although
the Kenyan government laid claim to having adopted African socialism, its
policies looked disingenuous in comparison to the more serious and compre-
hensive attempt to build socialism in Tanzania. There was a much stronger
presence of foreign and domestic capital in Kenya and there was the begin-
ning of a genuine domestic middle class. During the 1970s this trend was
castigated as being bad for the country. Relatively little appreciation was
expressed in spite of Kenya’s ability to show constant economic growth
through the 1970s. The approach to development, however, differed more
in degree than in kind with what was going on in Tanzania. Kenya was
also embracing the development-state approach, albeit more pragmatically
than its southern neighbor (Barkan 1984). It attracted foreign funding and it
provided the basis for political patronage – an important factor for earning
legitimacy. The political leadership, in spite of its interest in building wealth
for itself, needed the development state to reproduce itself. Like their Tan-
zanian counterparts, members of the Kenyan political elite needed access
to a state treasury that was seen as engaged in funding development. It is
no coincidence that in both countries, almost simultaneously, government
committed itself to universal primary education and primary health care in
the mid-1970s.

Although Uganda in colonial days had been portrayed as the pearl
of Africa, its status in East Africa after independence was overshadowed
by what happened in Kenya and Tanzania. Its first president, Milton
Obote, never developed the strong profile of Kenya’s Kenyatta or Tanzania’s
Nyerere. In fact, to the extent that Obote had a policy at all for his country,
it was a less articulate version of what Nyerere was attempting in Tanzania.
He never rose high enough above the rest of the political elite to command
its respect. Instead he turned to the army to help him keep control of the
country in the late 1960s, a strategy that backfired because the person that
Obote had himself promoted to lead the army – Idi Amin – staged a coup
in January 1971 and forced the president into exile in Tanzania. Once in

4 President Julius Nyerere served as Chairman of the South Commission in the mid-1980s,
when the ideas that he had propagated in the 1970s, however, had already lost much of its
luster and relevance.
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power, Amin turned out to be an unpredictable and cruel maverick. He tried
to sustain some level of legitimacy by expelling the Asian minority that con-
trolled the country’s commercial sector in 1972. Most of them ended up in
the United Kingdom, Canada, or the United States. His maniacal behavior in
power, however, went too far when he decided in 1978 to invade the north-
western corner of Tanzania, claiming that it was part of Uganda. Together
with groups of Ugandan fighters resisting Amin, the Tanzanian army fought
the invaders back, and forced the tyrant into exile in Saudi Arabia in April
1979 after six months of hostilities. The lesson from Uganda is that even
when the nationalist movement collapsed because of inadequate leadership,
its legacy of political supremacy continued. In fact, in the absence of a strong
political organization, any shackles on the use of politics for discretionary
purposes were removed. Its supremacy became a definite liability.

The war with Uganda was an important turning point for Tanzania,
because it meant that the country had to allocate much of its scarce resources
for military rather than development purposes. Nyerere defended himself,
arguing that the donors should not punish him for having tried to defend his
country’s sovereignty. However, to the donors, the war against Amin became
an eye-opener that called into question the extent to which the development
state was a sustainable institution in countries with scarce resources that are
not always used very efficiently. Because Tanzania had served as an authori-
tative example of the development state, it also became the first to be effec-
tively scrutinized by the international community in 1979. An initial team
from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) visiting Tanzania that year
raised a serious warning that the development state was no longer a viable
proposition, especially when occupying a monopolistic position in the econ-
omy and society. Thus, the first steps toward redefining the development –
and by extension, political – agenda for Africa was taken in Tanzania in
the wake of ten years of socialism and the war against Amin that left the
international community in doubt whether to continue funding a fully state-
centered approach to development.

The trends in East Africa had their parallel in West Africa. Guinea and
Mali came closest to resembling the socialist model adopted by Tanzania.
Ivory Coast and Senegal adopted development patterns similar to those
of Kenya. Countries like Chad, Upper Volta (later, Burkina Faso), Central
African Republic, and the Republic of Congo, following military coups, came
to follow the downward trend of Uganda.

The Contracting State

The new period really began with the publication of the World Bank’s report
on Accelerated Development in Sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank 1981). It
was a generally upbeat report about the prospects for accelerated develop-
ment on the continent – provided governments were ready to take measures
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to reduce the role of the state in development, generally, and in the economy,
particularly. It emphasized the importance of getting the house of public
finance in order by reducing inflation and overvalued local currencies, get-
ting the state out of production and trade, and providing price incentives
to local producers. African governments initially reacted with strong oppo-
sition to the proposed measures. Under the auspices of the United Nations
Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), they tried to come up with
their own somewhat softer agenda – the Lagos Plan of Action (Browne
and Cummings 1984). Unlike the World Bank report, which was backed
by conditional loans, the latter initiative had no real material support. Not
surprisingly, therefore, the Lagos Plan was never implemented.

The bottom line during this most recent period is that African govern-
ments have become increasingly dependent on policy advice and funding for
economic reform from external sources. The generous flow of resources from
bilateral donors that characterized the development-state period has signif-
icantly dried up. Instead, the international finance institutions – the World
Bank and the IMF – have come to occupy center stage in the development
of African countries. This doesn’t mean, however, that politics has lost its
supremacy in these countries. It is just that it has become more defensive than
assertive, more reactive than proactive. The challenge, therefore, for African
leaders has been how to balance the external conditions and demands for
economic reform, on the one hand, and retain control of the political process
that since the new pressures for democracy in the early 1990s has become
more open and thus harder to master.

The idea behind a leaner state apparatus has been to reduce the amount
of public resources that are subject to political patronage. The accompa-
nying call for multiparty politics – and thus more competition – however,
tends to reinforce the need for central government control. Balancing these
two conflicting demands is not easy. Not all African political leaders have
succeeded.

The contracting state period has produced two major political trends in
Africa: (1) the on-and-off reform sequence, and (2) the state-disintegration
cycle. The first trend is most pronounced in countries that have been able
to avoid civil violence that disrupts regular state functions. It is treated in
the literature on economic and political reform as the “new broom” phe-
nomenon (e.g. Haggard and Kaufman 1992; Nelson 1994); the assumption
is that a new leader is better able to initiate change than someone who has
been there for a long time. The reasoning is that the new leader cannot be
held responsible for past government failures and will therefore find it eas-
ier to introduce reforms. Another reason is that the leader is assumed to
be less tied in by patronage networks. As the international finance institu-
tions call for economic liberalization, therefore, the best-placed leaders are
those that are new in office (Bienen and Herbst 1996). Without implying that
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other leaders have ignored the demands for economic and political reform,
there is a distinct pattern in Africa whereby the enthusiasm for change in poli-
cies falters as their consequences are felt in society and the costs of holding
the country together politically rise. Kjaer (2002), for instance, has demon-
strated how efforts to reduce the size of government cabinets in Tanzania and
Uganda have proved difficult because of the perceived need to co-opt people
who constitute a threat to the ruler and his immediate supporters. Many
prominent members of the opposition cannot be ignored because they have
their own power base, typically within their own ethnic group. Others, how-
ever, ride on the wave of popular discontent that has developed in the wake
of reduced public services and other benefits that people used to take for
granted in the development-state period. The task of horizontal integration
has, if anything, become more complicated and costly after the introduc-
tion of multiparty politics with implications for both policy and political
order.

The international donor community may try to reduce the supremacy of
politics, but they lack the means by which this can be enforced in sovereign
states, however poor they may be. Thus, we have seen Ghana serving as
the World Bank’s showcase of success in the 1980s, Uganda through much
of the 1990s, and Tanzania and Mozambique in recent years. Although
no one wishes to deny the relative success of these countries in terms of
economic and public sector reforms, the supremacy of politics continues to
loom as a threatening cloud in these places. The tendency to think – and act –
in movement terms continues to be there, threatening the evolution of an
institutional pattern built on the separation between party and state or the
private and public.

The second trend has been more ominous and indicative of the vulner-
ability of African states as they try to adopt a more pluralist pattern of
politics while at the same time reducing the role of the state in develop-
ment. The tendencies toward disintegration have occurred in two separate
settings. One is where there is very little in material terms to fight over,
but where symbols and power over people matter particularly much as in
nomadic Somalia. The other is where the natural resource endowment is
concentrated in the form of a valuable mineral, for example, diamonds
(Collier and Hoeffler 1998; Leonard and Strauss 2003). This has allowed
groups of people with access to arms to challenge state control over these
resources, take it over, and use it to finance their own political pursuits.
This has been a serious threat to countries such as Angola, Congo, Liberia,
and Sierra Leone. What all these cases have in common is that the orig-
inal nationalist movement had collapsed altogether or lost so much con-
trol of national territory that the voids could be easily filled by individuals
focusing their attention on gaining control of the country’s most valuable
natural resources.
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the liberation movements

This account would be incomplete without reference to the liberation move-
ments. They may qualify as even more representative of the movement legacy
than the nationalist movements that were rewarded with political victory
without physical struggle. With the exception of the movement that liber-
ated Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau from Portuguese rule,5 all the liberation
movements operated in the southern part of the continent: Angola, Mozam-
bique, Namibia (Southwest Africa), and Zimbabwe. South Africa may also
be included here, although it was nominally already an independent country
under white minority rule. The liberation movement was thus focused on
gaining majority rule for the country.

The liberation movements date back to the same period as the first
nationalist movement, but their protracted struggle for independence lasted
into the 1990s with Namibia and South Africa having taken their posi-
tion as independent countries under majority rule. The former Portuguese
colonies gained independence in 1975 as the Portuguese military staged a
coup in Lisbon following extensive dissatisfaction with the fighting in the
colonies. Zimbabwe became independent under majority rule in 1980, fol-
lowing a Unilateral Declaration of Independence by the white minority in
1965.

The big difference between the nationalist and the liberation movements
is threefold. The first is that the latter had to operate in exile and often in
underground conditions. It did not have the same access to the majority of
the population as the nationalist movement had when it campaigned for
independence. For this reason, the liberation movement tended to be a rela-
tively small organization with an exclusivist orientation. It could not afford
an open-door policy, because there was always the risk that opponents would
try to infiltrate its ranks. Liberation movements were generally more secretive
about their operations. Even sympathizers had difficulty gaining access to
information about what they were doing. Once they came to power after the
struggle was over, these movements were forced to deal with this legacy of
secrecy. It has never been easy. To this day, the former liberation movements
have had great difficulty in adhering to such principles as transparency and
public accountability.

The second difference is that liberation movements relied on military
means to achieve their objectives. They did not come to power by way of a
popular ballot, but by way of the barrel of a gun. Compared to the nation-
alist movements, this military component made the liberation movements

5 Sao Tomé e Principé is another former Portuguese colony on the western coast of Africa that
gained independence at the same time as the other Portuguese colonies but unlike the others,
it did not have a characteristic liberation movement paving the way for its independence.
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more disciplined but also more rigid when dealing with dissent. This part of
the movement legacy has also been a challenge because it has been obliged to
adjust to international calls for greater respect for human rights and demo-
cratic forms of governance. A few countries like Mozambique and, to a
lesser extent, Namibia have managed to make this adjustment without too
much turbulence, but Angola, Guinea-Bissau, and Zimbabwe have all faced
serious problems in transcending the military component of the movement
legacy.

The third difference is that the nationalist movement could take on the
challenges of order, development, and control in sequential order. Not that
all countries succeeded in handling this triple challenge, but they had the
time to sort out one after the other. Countries that have proved politically
stable like Tanzania have generally done well in sorting them out, one at
a time. The liberation movements never had that opportunity because they
were latecomers to independence. They had to cope with all three in com-
pressed time. This is one reason that they have run into political difficulties
after independence. Whereas the liberation struggle had produced a hard
core of committed and disciplined leaders, their ability to make a difference
after independence soon faltered. The story of FRELIMO – the liberation
movement in Mozambique – is a case in point: It started off with a very
ambitious Marxist-Leninist agenda for development in 1975, but because it
failed to adjust to the day-to-day realities of Mozambique after its Portuguese
minority had left, its independent actions soon caused more destruction than
improvement.

renewal of the movement idea

Although the movement legacy has a pedigree dating back all the way to the
initial campaigns for independence some fifty years ago, it is important to
emphasize that it has been reactivated in recent years in the struggle against
tyranny and misrule by African leaders. The National Resistance Movement
(NRM) in Uganda is the first case of a group of Africans taking to the
bush to fight misrule in their country in the same fashion as the nationalist
and liberation movements fought for independence. Yoweri Museveni, the
incumbent president of the country, was the chief architect behind NRM.
However, he could call on a number of fellow countrymen and women in
exile to join NRM and begin liberating territory from government control.
To be sure, NRM was assisted by Tanzanian troops fighting in Uganda to
get rid of Idi Amin, but that does not take any credit away from Museveni
and his group who quite effectively revived the movement idea and put it to
successful use.

Three other countries have experienced a similar revival of the movement
idea. As an extension of the NRM, many Rwandans in exile in Uganda – some
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having occupied key leadership positions in the NRM – created their own
Rwanda Patriotic Front to fight their way to power in their own country.
Although this invasion was one factor that sparked the genocide in the coun-
try in 1994, its disciplined leadership and ranks helped it conquer and retain
power. It still runs Rwanda very much along the lines of a movement in
which political considerations are supreme.

The other two countries are Ethiopia and Eritrea. The Marxist-Leninist
model of rule that prevailed in Ethiopia after the emperor had been over-
thrown in 1974 created its own opposition in exile and on the ground.
The Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) and the Tigrayan People’s
Liberation Front (TPLF), based in the northernmost provinces in Ethiopia,
led this battle. These movements derived their inspiration from Maoist ideas
about the power of the people. Like NRM and RPF, they liberated parts of
the country’s territory until it became too costly for the government army
to retain control. EPLF eventually led the struggle in Eritrea to indepen-
dence in 1991, whereas the TPLF became the core of a broader alliance of
movements that was renamed the Ethiopian People’s Democratic Revolu-
tionary Front (EPDRF). EPLF has continued to rule Eritrea without oppo-
sition, although there have been cracks in its leadership in recent years
due to alleged heavy handedness on the part of the movement’s leader. In
Ethiopia, the Front continues to control the country although it has officially
allowed for the establishment of a multiparty system. The parliamentary
election in 2005 showed that the opposition constitutes a challenge to
EPDRF.

The young leaders of these four countries have once been referred to as
a new generation of African leaders contrasting them with the old nation-
alist guard. They are different because they have succeeded in overthrow-
ing domestic dictators. They are also seen as a fresh start because they are
not only educated, but people with cosmopolitan experience. Although this
applied to some of the old nationalist leaders too, for example, Julius Nyerere
and Jomo Kenyatta as well as Leopold Senghor and Felix Houphouet-Boigny,
they were deemed to bring a more correct Western governance to their coun-
try. This does not mean that they agree with all the republican values that
many outside observers wish to see put into practice in African countries as
part of improved governance. For instance, they have been reluctant to let
political parties be institutionalized at the expense of the control and influ-
ence that the movement enjoys. They maintain a fine balance between what
gives them legitimacy by adhering to a global governance agenda and what
brings them popularity by responding to domestic expectations. The inter-
national community no longer endorses everything they do, but they thrive
in power by reinventing modes of governance that draw on both African
and international sources.

In this respect, these four leaders differ from some of the others who have
applied the movement model to deal with their country’s domestic political
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problems. President Laurent Gbagbo of the Ivory Coast has in recent years
been forced to invent the notion of Ivoirité as a way of creating a new rallying
point for support. The problem is that the concept excludes a large part of the
population in the Ivory Coast who lives in the northern part of the country. It
has become a means of dividing the country into two parts and fueling a civil
conflict. The leader of the opposition, Alassane Ouattara, himself from the
north, has been accused of not being born to Ivoirian parents. Despite the fact
that he has DNA evidence to prove his Ivoirian origin, he is not recognized
as a legitimate leader of the opposition (Akindés 2004). The result is that the
political struggle is fought in the streets of the country’s major cities rather
than in the national legislature.

Much the same applies to Zimbabwe, where the political opposition is
being forced to fight in the streets because of President Mugabe’s attempt
to make this fight equivalent to previous liberation wars (chimurenga). He
knows that by resorting to a movement approach to solving the problem of
his legitimacy in power, he stands a better chance of winning than if he tries
to fight the opposition within the confines of parliamentary rule alone. Like
the Ivoirité movement in the Ivory Coast, the attempt by President Mugabe
to revitalize ZANU as a movement is exclusivist and has the inevitable effect
of deeply dividing the country.

Movements in Africa are ubiquitous, but differ in their orientation and
organization. The old nationalist movements were the most embracing
because they fought a common enemy. The liberation movements were more
exclusive, because they relied on a disciplined vanguard. The more recent
movements that have been created to deal with power challenges within
African countries are of two kinds: (a) those that strive for a broad-based
reform of the political regime inspired at least in part by a cosmopolitan
outlook, and (b) those that face challenges to their power from within and
as a result become reactive and vindictive, causing civil conflict. Movements
in Africa are a mixed blessing; their legacy is both positive and negative.

movements in perspective

It is important to place the political movements in Africa in a comparative
perspective. There is a considerable literature on social movements derived
from experience in North America, Europe, and Latin America, ably sum-
marized by Tarrow (1998). The difference is that social movements in those
three regions of the world are typically not calling the political regime into
question, but focus on a cause that can be achieved without first having to
overthrow the whole regime. A movement differs from an interest group or a
nongovernmental organization (NGO) in the sense that it goes beyond sim-
ply lobbying in parliamentary and governmental circles. A social movement
is a membership organization that derives its strength from both numbers
and ideas. The environmentalist movement is a case in point. The interesting
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thing about it is that once its ideas have become mainstream, its members
have decided to form a political party of their own to ensure that their cause
stays on the public agenda.

African countries, with the possible exception of South Africa, do not
really have a legacy of social movements. It has proved very difficult to
create such movements around a particular issue or social cause. However,
African countries have been dominated by political movements to the point
that other organized actions have sometimes been discouraged, if not out-
right banned. Although its dominance varies from one country to another,
it is there and constitutes a feature of the African political scene that is fun-
damental to understanding the prospect for its economic as well as political
development.

It is also important with regard to Africa to make a distinction between
political party and movement. Political parties in Africa are still in formation.
Party systems are far from being institutionalized. There is fluidity in the role
that parties play. Many parties come and go like fashion changes, partly as
a result of the personalized style of conducting politics in these countries.
Many individuals in politics believe that they are nothing unless they lead
their own party. This fluidity is also the result of the movement legacy. It
informalizes the conduct of politics by taking the moral high ground. For
instance, they refer to their role in defeating the colonialists. Even though
this is much less influential today, political incumbents seek other reasons for
making such claims, for example, their responsibility in achieving political
renewal in a situation of civil conflict or economic decline. African polit-
ical parties, therefore, have yet to settle into their role as instruments of
aggregating interests in the parliamentary political arena. As the rest of this
volume will discuss further, the structural conditions that make such an evo-
lution a spontaneous part of the process of democratization are not really in
existence. To be sure, there is some variation across the continent. It would
be interesting, therefore, to do further research on the issue of the extent to
which – and how – movements transform themselves into conventional polit-
ical parties. Such a transformation would entail shifts that the following table
illustrates:

table 4. Differences between Political Movements and Parties

Variable Movement Party

Orientation Cause Issues
Level of operation Regime Government
Main arena of operation Society Parliament
Method of operation Mobilization Persuasion
Member orientation Diffuse Specific
Claims to resources No formal limits Constrained by rule of law
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Attempts have been made in recent years to distinguish African countries
in terms of how successfully they are transiting to democracy. Because of the
fluidity and ambiguity of the transition process itself, it has been difficult to
agree on specific patterns and which country belongs to which pattern. Van
de Walle (2001) decided that it was possible to make a meaningful distinction
among three categories: (a) old, (b) new, and (c) nondemocracies, basing the
classification on Freedom House Index scores for 1999.6 Leaving alone any
quibbling about the classification itself, the author comes to the conclusion
that level of democracy does not explain economic performance.

His analysis like that of others of the political transition in African coun-
tries (for example, Lewis 1992; Monga 1993; Callaghy 1994) shows that
there are very few, if any, organized interests exercising influence over pol-
icy. The political leadership drawing on the legitimacy that comes from a
catch-all organization sets policy in a discretionary manner. As further dis-
cussed in Chapter Six, this discretionary style of policy making is based on
a political rather than on an economic rationality. This dominance by the
political incumbents has not precluded others from starting their own polit-
ical parties with the ambition to one day become rulers. On average, twelve
political parties participated in the first two competitive elections that were
held in Africa in the 1990s (van de Walle 2001:258). Despite this prolifera-
tion, only half of them gained seats in parliament. What is more, the biggest
political party in the elections received close to or more than two-thirds of
all votes. A qualified majority of two-thirds is typically required for a con-
stitutional amendment. The ruling party in many African countries enjoys
such a qualified majority.

The big question mark that hangs over Africa today is the extent to which
it can make progress toward democratic consolidation. It is clear that only
a few countries may be deemed close to achieving it. The most optimistic
assessment is a recent survey of African elections by Lindberg (2004). He
shows what he calls the power of elections by demonstrating that the more
free and fair elections a country is capable of organizing, the greater the
prospect that civil liberties and political rights will be respected. In short,
elections are key contributors to democratic consolidation.

structural constraints

Agency matters in Lindberg’s analysis and although questions can be raised
about his model and the assumptions underlying it, it is encouraging to see

6 Old democracies include Botswana, Gambia, Mauritius, Senegal, and Zimbabwe; new democ-
racies are Benin, Cape Verde, Central African Republic, Congo, Guinea-Bissau, Lesotho,
Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Niger, São Tomé, Seychelles, and Zambia; nondemocracies
include Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Comoros, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Ghana, Guinea,
Ivory Coast, Kenya, Mauritania, Nigeria, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, and Uganda.
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that there is a positive trend in Africa. Nonetheless, also taking into con-
sideration the structural realities in Africa, some caution is still warranted.
When looking back over the experience Africa has had with the priority
given by their leaders to the political kingdom, there are two things that,
in a comparative perspective, stand out as especially important. The first is
the continued presence of a premodern social formation. The second is the
absence of a civic public sphere.

Modernization Revisited

One important interpretation that is relevant to the contemporary African
situation is provided by Anthony Giddens in his analysis of the consequences
of modernity (Giddens 1991). His ideas on the subject have something in
common with earlier writers on modernization in the 1950s and 1960s (for
example, Lerner 1958; McLelland 1961; LeVine 1966; Inkeles and Smith
1974), but Giddens transcends the limitations of modernization theory, espe-
cially as it was applied in political science by placing Western democracy –
especially its U.S. version – as the ultimate station of political development.
With his help, it is time to revisit modernization.

In structural terms, modernization implies differentiation; in cultural
terms, it involves rationalization. Giddens identifies at least three conse-
quences of these processes that are important for understanding the African
situation: (1) the disembedding of institutions, (2) a new perception of risk
and trust, and (3) the evolution of a reflexive consciousness. I shall briefly
recapitulate his main points in reference to these consequences.

Disembedding is itself a consequence of the separation of time and space
by fostering relations between people who are locationally distant from any
given situation of face-to-face interaction. Locales become effectively pene-
trated and shaped by social influences quite distant from them. Disembed-
ding, therefore, according to Giddens, means the lifting out of social relations
from local contexts of interaction and their restructuring across infinite spans
of time and space. Money is an important medium in the process of modern-
ization because it allows the exchange of anything for anything regardless of
whether the goods share particular substantive qualities with one another.
In short, money provides for the enactment of transactions between actors
widely separated from each other.

Money is not the only disembedding mechanism. What Giddens calls
expert systems is another type. By the term, he means systems of techni-
cal or professional expertise that laypersons become increasingly depen-
dent upon as society modernizes. People consult lawyers, engineers, doctors,
or architects because these professionals have specialized knowledge that
others don’t have. Expert systems are disembedding in the sense that they
remove social relations from the immediacies of context. They provide guar-
antees of expectations across time and space. Standards are universalized and
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sustained through impersonal mechanisms such as tests and, if violated, by
public criticism. Expert systems, like money – and the exchange institu-
tions it gives rise to – standardize values at the expense of local uses and
know-how.

With modernity comes also a change in perception of risk and trust. Draw-
ing especially on Luhmann (1988), Giddens distinguishes between trust and
confidence, arguing that trust presupposes awareness of circumstances of
risk, whereas confidence refers to a more or less taken-for-granted attitude
that familiar things will remain the same (Giddens 1991:30–31). An indi-
vidual who does not consider alternatives is in a situation of confidence,
whereas someone who acknowledges alternatives and the risks associated
with each option engages in trust. In a situation of confidence, a person
reacts to disappointment by blaming others; in circumstances of trust, the
person must at least partly shoulder the blame and may regret having placed
trust in someone or something. In conditions of modernity, therefore, trust
exists in the context of the general awareness that human activity is socially
created rather than given in the nature of things or by divine influences; and
also the vastly increased transformative scope of modern social institutions.
Trust intertwines with risk in that it normally serves to reduce or minimize
the dangers to which particular types of activity are subject. What is per-
ceived as acceptable risk, that is, the minimization of danger, varies from
one context to another and from individual to individual, but it is usually
central in sustaining trust.

A third consequence associated with modernity is the rise of reflexivity.
The latter refers to the fact that social practices are constantly examined
and reformed in the light of incoming information about those practices,
thus constitutively altering their character. In the context of modernity, the
sanctioning of a practice merely because it is traditional is not good enough.
Tradition can of course be justified even in modern society, but only in the
light of knowledge that is not authenticated by tradition. The latter, how-
ever, is not wholly static because it has been reinvented by a new gener-
ation as it takes over the cultural heritage from those preceding it. What
is important about tradition is not that it resists change, but that it per-
tains to a context with few separated temporal or spatial markers in which
change can have any meaningful form. Change becomes meaningful and
potentially progressive once these markers, associated with the disembed-
ding of institutions, come into place and provide opportunities for new ini-
tiatives. Modernization sets in motion a search for accumulation of knowl-
edge that is reflexively constituted and therefore always subject to revision.
Even those thinkers like Popper (1962) who have defended science’s claim
to certitude are ready to acknowledge that in science, nothing is certain and
nothing can be proved once and for all, even if scientific endeavor provides
us with the most dependable information about the world on which we can
rely on.
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With these insights into the consequences of modernity, it is easier to
understand the supremacy of politics in African countries after independence.
The process of institutional disembedding has not proceeded far enough to
give rise to rules that rein in political action. Nor has trust replaced confi-
dence as the principal factor determining behavior. State-society relations,
according to this perspective, remain blurred because politics is still loca-
tional, that is, driven by a variety of locale-specific interpretations of real-
ity that have not been standardized and co-opted by institutions that are
independent of these perspectives. In short, the state is easily penetrated by
locale-specific concerns and thus captured by political patrons representing
these constituencies much the same way that special interests capture public
authority in the United States. The big difference between Africa and the
United States is that the markers for performance in the latter are related
to change and growth, whereas in Africa they are related to stability and
redistribution.

The Absence of a Public Sphere

Politics rather than economics remains supreme in Africa in the beginning of
the twenty-first century. Even though most African countries nowadays have
individuals who have accumulated large amounts of money, their influence
is limited, especially regarding establishing the rules and organizations that
make a market economy function reliably and predictably. African coun-
tries lack the civic public sphere that Habermas (1979) has identified as
such a key ingredient in the evolution of bourgeois democracy in Western
Europe.

The notion of a public sphere is an antidote to political power, because
it involves the sharing of ideas in a mutually reflective atmosphere. This is
how one writer in the tradition of critical theory describes the concept:

A public sphere is brought into existence whenever two or more individuals . . .
assemble to interrogate both their own interactions and the wider relations of social
and political power within which they are always and already embedded. Through
this autonomous association, members of public spheres consider what they are
doing, settle how they will live together, and determine . . . how they might collec-
tively act. (Keane 1984:2–3).

Historically speaking, the creation of public spheres was part of the bour-
geois challenge of traditional and hierarchical authority that character-
ized premodern or prebourgeois society. In short, it was an integral part
of the effort to mobilize public opinion against the royal and aristocratic
establishment.

The latter was never really that significant in African societies and dur-
ing colonial times, the social and political establishment was really made
up of foreigners. The historical anomaly of the African continent in the
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mid-twentieth century was that it lacked an indigenous or national bour-
geoisie. To the extent that these countries had a class of private owners of
capital, it was composed largely of non-African minorities. The Lebanese
constituted the strongest such minority in West African countries, whereas
Asians, that is, immigrants from India and Pakistan, made up the vast major-
ity of businesspeople in eastern and southern Africa. European settlers were
prominent in southern Africa, but elsewhere the vast majority of white people
were either administrators or missionaries. When the economically power-
ful departed or were forced out, as happened in the majority of countries
at or soon after political independence, there was no such historical enemy
to fight on the ground. The political elite saw little reason to slow down
its nation-building ambitions by creating autonomous spheres within which
issues shared by members of the public could be critically discussed.

The point is that without the kind of respect for rules in public that a
bourgeois class, historically speaking, has been in the forefront of creating,
politics is difficult to tame. Movement-type political organizations are likely
to arise to challenge incumbent governments; governments under threat will
resort to movement approaches to solving problems rather than relying on
formal means of solving problems Such are the social and political realities
in African countries today. Progress is being made, but it is still a matter of
touch-and-go.

conclusions

Reflecting on the conditions in the party states in West Africa in the mid-
1960s, Zolberg (1966:6) asked the question whether Africa suffers from too
much or too little authority. His reflection is a good starting point for the
conclusions to this chapter. I have deliberately not used the word “author-
ity” in this chapter, but rather have referred to “power.” This distinction is
intentional. The former implies a form of power that is prescribed by rules.
It is legalized – if not legitimate – power.

The analytical story line of this chapter has been that agency in African
politics is embodied in movement in which the exercise of power is not limited
by rules, only by countervailing powers. Political actors prefer to operate in
the informal context of a movement in which formal rules can be ignored in
the interest of achieving a particular overarching objective. Such movements
are typically most effective when faced with a common threat or enemy as the
case was at the time of decolonization, because in such situations they tend
to be inclusive of all. That is why African political leaders are inclined to find
such threats or enemies. Once the enemy is inside the country, however, the
movement approach becomes much more controversial. In this chapter, we
have discussed the stories of the countries in which leaders have resorted to
the movement approach to deal with perceived or real threats from within.
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The results are mixed. Some leaders are more successful than others, but the
revitalization of social and political action that is attempted comes at a cost.

It is a primary paradox of African politics that whenever a country wishes
to make headway, it has to do so by first mobilizing political support against
a perceived threat or enemy, even if such action is subsequently rendered
irrelevant by stronger external forces being brought to bear on the African
realities. At the time of independence the rest of the world, including the
former colonial masters, were willing to give Africa a chance to prove its
capacity to develop on its own terms. In the beginning of the twenty-first
century, such a generosity does not exist. The international development
community, directly or indirectly, is much more involved in the continent’s
destiny. It has not been easy under these circumstances for African gov-
ernments to experience ownership of policy. It is instructive, however, that
those governments that have been relatively successful in economic policy
terms, notably Ghana, Tanzania, and Uganda, are all countries that began
by mobilizing people against the international finance institutions – the per-
ceived enemy – only to find that out of such opposition came the political
legitimacy and energy to gradually accept the new economic wisdom and
turn it into their own.

The movement as a dominant phenomenon in African politics resembles
what Greif and Laitin (2004) call a self-enforcing institution. It acquires its
dynamics from responses to exogenous factors, real or perceived. When there
is no real external enemy in sight, one is constructed. The interesting thing
that has occurred in Africa in recent years is that this exogenous variable is
not only located in the global economy but also in the political realm within
individual countries. The introduction of multiparty politics has generated
a situation in which a movement flourishes thanks to its ability to paint the
opposition, e.g., as a threat to stability. In this respect, African countries still
have some way to go before the new party politics turns into a functioning
party system. The movement tends to dominate at the expense of the emer-
gence of true political parties devoting their activities to the parliamentary
arena.

As self-enforcing institutions, movements in African politics differ from
the conventional notion of rational, game-theoretic behavior. The latter
assumes autonomous individual actors and predictable rules. The movement
legacy contributes to giving African politics a different foundation. Because
rules are informal – embedded as they are in personal reciprocities – strate-
gic action is more complex and requires consideration of implications not so
much for objective as subjective outcomes. An African politician would be
more concerned about the effects of his choices for relations he has with other
political actors, including supporters, than what happens in terms that can be
measured objectively. To be sure, this is not a uniquely African phenomenon,
but it is definitely more pronounced there than it would be elsewhere, includ-
ing the United States with its own version of “pork barrel” politics. In other
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words, independent choice tends to be confined to the movement leaders –
sometimes just the leader. This lack of a set of rules that is independent of
individual actors gives African politics its relative instability. The movement
becomes a necessary response to this personalist form of politics and the
organization that offers an element of stability and predictability that would
otherwise not be there.
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The Problematic State

Students of American politics rarely, if ever, encounter the concept of the
“state.” The separation of power that characterizes the American political
system invites the use of a different terminology than the one associated with
political systems that emerged in the Old World and the regions of the world
colonized by these powers. The state, therefore, is a concept that is more
prominent in the fields of comparative politics and international relations.
Occasional efforts to avoid the use of the concept in comparative politics, for
example, by the comparativists in the 1960s using a structural-functionalist
approach, have never succeeded. It has always rebounded and continues
to be prominent in the study of politics in all regions outside the United
States.

A state emerges in response to needs that groups in society have. These
needs may emanate from problems with security, welfare, or resolving con-
flicting demands on scarce resources. Those who occupy positions in the state
do so in ways that make them different from the public because their posi-
tions carry an element of authority whether that authority was delegated to
them or grabbed in the course of dealing with the problem. States historically
differ in complexity. Early historical states were quite rudimentary, often the
mere extension of the household of a king. More recent examples, notably
the welfare state in developed societies, are intricate creations in which cit-
izens as a collectivity have delegated responsibility for much of their daily
lives to officials whom they trust will act in their common interests.

States are hierarchical organizations; they are systems of power that are
legitimized for specific functions that they are supposed to carry out. State
officials are expected to perform particular roles within those systems. In
this respect, officials are giving up personal interest to act in the public
interest. This line between the personal and the official, the private and
the public, is not always easy to draw in ways that satisfy everyone. Some
state organizations become too bureaucratic, that is, the officials become too

50
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preoccupied with blindly following procedures. Others display the opposite
characteristic: The officials tend to favor their own interests at the expense
of the public.

The state as an object of study in political science straddles several fields.
Students of international relations analyze it in the context of international
politics by which the state is generally considered the principal actor. Public
administration examines the organizational aspects of the state. Comparative
politics tends to take the most comprehensive approach to the study of the
state, typically focusing on the role of the state in relation to both economy
and society. In other words, in that field there is both a political economy
and a political sociology of the state.

The more specific study of the state in Africa is particularly important
because it helps to throw light on how states come about. It puts other states
in a useful perspective, showing that states cannot be taken for granted.
Certain conditions need to be fulfilled before what is supposed to be public
authority becomes statelike in the sense of serving as an instrument in the
hands of society whether that means the public at large or just the elite. By
placing the study of the state in Africa in a comparative perspective, this
chapter highlights what it has in common with states elsewhere as well as its
differences stemming from the particular conditions prevailing on that con-
tinent. It points to a weak indigenous state tradition and the challenges that
have emanated from colonial states. These states lacked legitimacy among
nationalist politicians for whom control of people was more important than
control of territory. To most Africans, local community institutions carried
much greater legitimacy than the civic institutions established by the colonial
powers. Therefore, as a useful precursor to the analysis of the state, the first
section of this chapter will discuss the notion of community and compare it
with collectivity, the concept that is more often used in the study of modern
industrial society. The second section discusses three separate perspectives
on the study of the state that bears on our understanding of the state both
in Africa and elsewhere. The last section discusses state and power in the
African context.

community in theory and practice

Historically, there has often been a tension between community and state.
In the history of Western Europe, community is frequently portrayed as
standing in the way of both individualism and a strong sovereign state.
Capitalism and the modern state grew together in those societies. Capi-
talism rarely launched direct attacks on the local communities. It could
live with some aspects of what they were really all about. Just the same,
it was uneasy with social entities that lay between the individual and
the global market. Communities were potentially dangerous, because they
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provided an identity based on locality, land, language, or sect that might
limit people’s mobility and reduce their willingness to become part of a
factory-based, city-dwelling workforce. In the nineteenth century, therefore,
community was more like an obstacle to be cleared than an institution to
be valued for its identity-forming qualities. Even those who were generally
critical of capitalism typically shared this view. Marx and his followers,
for example, treated consciousness of community instead of class as false
consciousness.

This aversion toward community remained in Western Europe and North
America well into the twentieth century. When, at the end of the Second
World War, strategies were devised to bring about decolonization and devel-
opment in Africa neither the liberal-capitalist nor the Marxist school of
thought was ready to give prominence to community. For example, mod-
ernization theorists in the late 1950s and early 1960s saw the community
in African countries as a barrier that had to be hurdled as a condition for
progress, especially when the community took the form of a clan or ethnic
group (Geertz 1963). Primordial ties had to be loosened and identification
with the state and its central institutions encouraged if these countries were
going to develop in an orderly fashion. Similar ideas could also be found
among the Marxists. Warren (1980) agreed that capitalist penetration of
countries in the developing world might be painful but it was inevitable and
desirable. Attempts to preserve incompatible historical formations, including
traditional communities, were merely romantic folly.

The first scholar to really question these perspectives in the social sciences
was Peter Ekeh, a Nigerian sociologist who argued that in the absence of
a nation-state, where the boundaries between community and state would
tend to coincide, African countries were characterized by much more ten-
sion between community and state (Ekeh 1975). In fact, he went as far as
claiming that Africans have no loyalty to the civil institutions of the state –
what he calls the “civic” public realm – but instead nurture their member-
ship in a local community based on a primary social organization such as
lineage, clan, or tribe. It is this primordial public realm, as Ekeh calls it,
that commands loyalty in African societies. The result is that the institutions
that were inherited from the colonial powers at independence are essentially
milked of material resources to feed communities.

Ekeh’s perspective on this set of issues was that Africans had resorted
to their community identity as a response to the threats posed initially by
slave trade and later by the colonial state. He criticized the notion of an
evolutionary trend toward greater identification with the state and argued
instead that community-state relations in African countries have remained
contested. With independence, leaders of particular communities were able
to take over state power but because they had no loyalty to it, their natural
reaction was to treat it as prey. His study is crucial to understanding the
problematic nature of the state in Africa.
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It is important to also point out that officials in the colonial state did little
to shake up social relations. The colonial state had been a relatively efficient
vehicle for social control and economic exploitation because those in power
were foreigners and largely isolated from the social organization of indige-
nous society; thus, separated from the fabric of local community ties, few
limits existed on the extent to which colonial officials could dictate policy
priorities on their own. At the same time, however, the costs involved in
administering the colonies (Young 1994) made the colonial powers practice
indirect rule, that is, running the countries through traditional rulers from
the indigenous communities wherever possible. Their promotion of custom-
ary law further solidified the legitimate standing of norms inherent in local
communities and the way they were traditionally ruled. The contradiction
that African countries inherited on the eve of independence was an arrange-
ment whereby the state ruled in a discretionary manner without attempting
to turn its subjects into citizens (Mamdani 1996).

Thus, it is not necessary to go as far back as precolonial days to find
the reasons why Africans preferred social exchange outside of formal state
structures. Primary forms of social organization such as family, lineage, and
even tribe provided meaning and significance to people in ways that the
foreign symbols associated with the state did not. The important thing in
the African context is that it is the norms associated with a nondistanciated
place that have shaped the ways individuals relate to each other and develop
shared expectations about behavior and choice.

To appreciate this point fully, the distinction between community and
collectivity may be helpful. The former is constituted through what I call
“primary reciprocities” in which rules are self-enforced, that is, there is no
need for a third party to intervene. Community, as defined here, then, refers
to a group of persons who are drawn together by a sense of affective solidar-
ity and meaningful participation in reciprocal exchanges within the group.
Collectivity refers to a group of people who have decided to work together to
achieve specific objectives. In such social entities, rigid cultural prescriptions
do not hold sway over members, as they tend to in communities. Instead,
group values are malleable and open to reorientation in response to changing
circumstances and new opportunities. This distinction between community
and collectivity bears some resemblance to Durkheim’s notions of mechan-
ical and organic forms of solidarity. What matters most here, however, is
the point that one prevails in local space where place and space have not
been separated, whereas the other exists in distanciated space and time. This
point is important for understanding the relations between community and
state in Africa, as indicated in Table 5. The relative strength of community
in these countries is also attributable to the relatively weak penetration by
capitalist relations of production. Trade was not unknown to Africans before
the Europeans came, but it was the colonial powers that brought the world
market to the region. The extent to which capitalist relations of production



P1: FBQ
0521856167c03 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:31

54 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

table 5. Differences between Community and Collectivity

Type Origin Objective Method Behavior

Collectivity By choice Achieve specific good Voice Autonomous
Community By birth Achieve generalized

benefits
Loyalty Interdependent

were introduced, however, varied. Their presence were strongest wherever
white settlers by seizing or buying land removed Africans from their com-
munity and forced them into new social collectivities. Elsewhere, Africans
remained only marginally affected by the market. They increasingly traded
in the market, but their base was still a homestead and family farm where
a subsistence ethos prevailed. It is in this respect that the African economies
at independence were first and foremost peasant economies over which state
officials had only a limited control.

Although there has always been variation among African societies because
the precolonial and colonial heritages were not identical, equally interest-
ing is the fact that at the base, so to speak, these societies have a lot in
common. They have all relied on rudimentary forms of agricultural tech-
nology. Their level of sociopolitical complexity has been generally quite
low in comparison with other regions of the world. Most notably, with
a couple of exceptions such as Ethiopia, there was no real indigenous state
tradition. Economic relations were embedded in social organization. Rudi-
mentary state formation occurred within the confines of local communi-
ties. Once the colonial powers left Africa some forty years ago, Africans –
leaders and followers alike – preferred a return to what they were most famil-
iar with from home. This has left Africa with two features that are much
more pronounced there than in societies with more advanced agricultural
technologies and higher levels of sociopolitical complexity (Mueller et al.
2002).

The first is that politics is more about control of people than of land
or territory. Land was never individually owned. It belonged to a lineage,
clan, or ethnic group with the chief or a group of elders holding it in trust.
The purpose of politics in precolonial society was to accumulate subjects in
order to rule, not land (Fairley 1987:91–100). Whether these societies had
the initial trappings of a state or not, the purpose of government was to
represent the powers of lineage groups, that, in turn, had corporate control
of specific land areas, a point that anthropologists have repeatedly made (see
e.g. MacGaffey 1970; Kopytoff 1987). Success was measured not in terms
of territorial but, instead, in popular reach.

This takes us to the second feature, which is that there was no border,
only a frontier. Rulers did not really seek to stake out territorial bound-
aries in the way that their counterparts tried to do in Europe and Asia.
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The Americas had an open frontier,1 but it was different, especially in the
north. There independent individuals engaged in technological and economic
entrepreneurship used survival and ingenuity to push the frontier in new
directions and, in the process, establish new territorial borders. In Africa,
by contrast, this entrepreneurship was sociopolitical. It manifested itself in
three different ways. The first was for rulers to acquire new adherents. Such
acquisitions came with conquest, not of land but of people who would
become slaves and women who would add to the prestige and power of
the ruler. A second was for rulers to seek alliances with other rulers in order
to strengthen their position vis-à-vis neighboring enemies. Diplomacy was
an important means to maintain peace in precolonial Africa. A third was for
people to desert the ruler to whom they had pledged loyalty in the past. Some
of these migrants established themselves on land where no existing lineage
claimed control; others sought refuge under the protection of another ruler.
In short, as Africanist historians emphasize, precolonial social formations
in Africa were quite fluid, as were social identities (Vansina 1990; Isaacman
1993).

Much has, of course, changed in postcolonial times, but ever since Ekeh
produced his thesis about the two publics in Africa, there has been a grow-
ing recognition that this lineage orientation survives in contemporary Africa.
Whether in politics or in the marketplace, it manifests itself through endur-
ing bonds of family ties, restructuring of kinship relations, patron-client
networks, and other forms of primary reciprocities founded upon affective
and oftentimes highly moral criteria. As the many studies of the pragmatic
use of ethnic entrepreneurship suggest, such frontier methods are an inte-
gral part of how politics in Africa is being conducted (Young 1976; Kasfir
1979).

Community-centered networks are not atavistic remnants of the past,
but conscious creations by individuals seeking to enhance their political for-
tunes or social status in society. They reflect the embedded structural realities
of Africa’s political economy, in which vertical class relations have not yet
replaced horizontal kinship relations. This provides individuals in African
societies with a scope for social mobility that is not available in places where
class relations have been institutionalized. Thus, for instance, the prospects
for the poor in countries like India to get out of poverty are very dim indeed.
What is more, the poor rarely, if ever, contemplate it. The situation in Africa
is different. Kinship and other forms of affective relations offer hope of
getting out of poverty. Africa may be the poorest region of the world, but
individuals never give up looking for the way out. That is why, for instance,

1 The notion that it was open is, of course, misleading in several respects because there were
indigenous peoples who were removed or killed to provide space for the expansion of new
immigrants moving further inland.
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so many young men who grow up in the rural areas, faced with the boredom
of hand-hoe agriculture and low returns on labor, move to the urban areas.

The prevalence of a community-centered orientation in contemporary
Africa can only be fully understood against the background of the embed-
dedness of its political economy (Sangmpam 1995). It leads to at least two of
the aspects that characterize African politics. The first is the tendency to rely
on informal rather than on formal institutions. In societies where face-to-face
relations and primary forms of reciprocity prevail, there is no need for exter-
nal rules and impersonal authorities to enforce social action. Communities
take it upon themselves to enforce rules. The second aspect is the tendency
of politics to become centrifugal; there is little respect for the formal rules
associated with a higher authority such as the state. The abstract nature
of the system underlying the ideal of a rational-legal type of bureaucracy
is ignored in favor of the locale-specific pressures and interests associated
with individual communities. This doesn’t mean that utilitarian rationality
is unknown in Africa. It is being pursued by individuals there as anywhere
else. The difference, however, is that these pursuits are not autonomous of
what others think and do. Self-interest is mediated by considering what a
particular choice means for others. In fact, rational action in the context of
primary reciprocities involves investing time and effort in nurturing particu-
lar social relationships. That is why Africans don’t see themselves as acting
irrationally when they behave in ways that undermine formal bureaucratic
norms or other rules associated with a technical definition of rationality.
That is also why the informal character of a movement becomes a more
congenial forum for action than the formality of public institutions.

the state in theory and practice

This takes us to a discussion of the state in Africa. It has been described as
variably weak or soft. Much of the literature since the 1980s has referred to
it as being in crisis. The problem with what has been said about the state in
Africa is its preference for a one-dimensional interpretation of the institution.
Thus, for instance, Bates (1981) was interested in how the state was used
by the elite to transfer resources from the rural to the urban areas. Callaghy
(1984) was largely interested in the question of why states in Africa did
not undergo the same process of rationalization as in Europe during earlier
periods. Rothchild and Chazan (1988) focused their attention on how state
and society interacted. Migdal (1988) wrote with a similar objective in mind,
arguing that where societies are weak, states are necessarily strong. Young’s
(1994) concern was with the legacy of the colonial state, one that Mamdani
(1996) further developed in his notion of the bifurcated state that African
countries inherited from the colonial powers. The notion of bifurcation refers
to his argument that the state was organized differently in urban and rural
areas. In its urban manifestation, the state spoke the language of civil society
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table 6. Different Theoretical Perspectives on the State

Perspective Premise Focus Approach

Marxian Conflictual Class relations Instrumentalist
Durkheimian Organicist Division of labor Relational
Weberian Historicist Organization Authoritative

and civil rights; in the rural areas, the language of community and culture
prevailed.

All these observations and argument are valid, but none on its own is
enough to explain the crisis of the state that has afflicted Africa since inde-
pendence. It is important, therefore, to examine three different conceptual-
izations of the state, all of which together allow us to achieve this objective.
Each conceptualization draws on a theoretical perspective that has been
influential in the literature on the state: (1) the Marxian notion that the
state serves as the instrument of the ruling class, (2) the state-society rela-
tions literature, drawing in many respects on Durkheimian ideas, with its
focus on the legitimacy of the regime guiding these relations, and (3) the
Weberian focus on the role of bureaucracy in the state. The principal dis-
tinctions between these three perspectives are summarized in Table 6.

State and Class

Marx’s assertion about the state rests categorically on the premise that the
economic structure of society is the real foundation on which a legal and
political superstructure arises (Marx 1970). In the beginning of history,
there was no state because society did not need it. When history comes
to an end with the arrival of a true communist organization of social
relations there would, again, be no need for a state. As his foremost col-
laborator, Friedrich Engels, put it, “the interference of the state power in
social relations becomes superfluous in one sphere after another, and then
ceases of itself. The government of persons is replaced by the administra-
tion of things and the direction of the processes of production” (Engels
1939:307).

Their idea that a classless society that had existed before capitalism could
be recreated after the defeat of capitalism was especially attractive to many
African nationalists. Drawing on indigenous ideas about the precolonial
legacy in Africa, they saw the recreation of a classless community as their mis-
sion after independence. It featured in the minds of such prominent African
leaders as Kwame Nkrumah, Sekou Toure, and Julius Nyerere. The latter,
however, was the only leader who tried to take African communalism from
theory to practice with his policies of ujamaa. For him, it would provide a
historical shortcut to a more egalitarian society.
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African leaders who propagated the notion of a return to a classless soci-
ety after independence were roundly criticized by neo-Marxists scholars in
the 1970s. They argued that economy and society in Africa changed enough
during colonialism so that the only way to understand it is in the context
of the capitalist world economy. Classes already existed or certainly were
in formation, according to critics like Cliffe and Saul (1973), Shivji (1976),
and Mamdani (1976). The importance of class was also highlighted by oth-
ers who were less closely wedded to a strict Marxist interpretation of the
political economy in Africa, for example, Markovitz (1987) and MacGaffey
(1988). Although African leaders may have exaggerated the role of agency,
their critics tended to overemphasize structure. To be sure, African economies
had changed during colonialism, but had the process reached a point where
capitalist social relations were effectively dominant? In a contemporary per-
spective, it is clear that the neo-Marxists engaged in wishful thinking, seeing
class where there was none. Neither the objective conditions for class for-
mation nor the subjective consciousness of class had really taken root to the
point where the social class dynamics that Marx identifies with capitalism
were a force of social transformation. Attempts to degrade the African bour-
geoisie by referring to it as petty or bureaucratic, because it was functioning
in the periphery of the world economy, did little to make the neo-Marxist
position more credible. Their line of argument was too reductionist to survive
a closer scrutiny of the realities on the ground in Africa.

Marx himself had argued with reference to the difference between the
state in Europe and North America that there is a need to see its trajectory
in historical perspective, recognizing that the past in each country provides
the impetus for different stories. Thus, Marx was aware of the importance
of the feudal origins of the modern state in European countries. Societies
like Germany and France that have known a feudal past tend to engender a
bureaucratized state capable of dominating civil society rather than a state
that is a mere instrument of a ruling bourgeoisie. By controlling such key
resources as the military and the police, the state in ex-feudal societies tended
to acquire a certain measure of autonomy from society.

With reference to the United States, Marx argued that bourgeois soci-
ety did not develop on the foundation of a feudal system but developed
rather from itself, that is, American society is not the remnant of a centuries-
old movement but rather the starting point of a new movement. As a
result, the state was right from the beginning in U.S. history subordinate
to bourgeois society and to its production. It could never pretend, as the
case was in France and Germany, to be autonomous or an end in itself.
Because it started as an instrument of the bourgeoisie, the state in the
United States in comparison with continental Europe has always remained
minimal and much more responsive to demands from civil society and
business.
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So what does this suggest for our attempt to understand the state in
Africa? Without the presence of a corporate ruling class like the bour-
geoisie, one would expect a scenario similar to that of France or Prussia –
a strong and centralized state. Such was the scenario in colonial days, when
European officials ruled African territories in response to bourgeois interests
in the metropolitan countries. The colonial state enjoyed a definite measure
of autonomy because it was sanctioned, not by African society, but by foreign
interests.

Scholars who emphasize the continuity between colonial and postcolo-
nial rule tend to go wrong because they overlook the completely different
social basis of the state that emerged after independence as African nation-
alists took it over. They had the vision of restoring a form of development
that reflected African values. What is more, they took charge of the state,
not as a corporate class, but as representatives of different ethnic group
interests. Even though the struggle against colonialism had brought them
together in a more or less united front, their arrival at the gates of the state
after independence forced upon them the challenge of working out a gover-
nance formula that accommodated these many contending group interests.
This was not always easy. In Kenya, for instance, the Kikuyu who had led
the Mau Mau movement against the British in the 1950s claimed a larger
share of the cake after independence. When Zimbabwe turned to major-
ity rule in 1980, the Shona, affiliated with Robert Mugabe’s ZANU party,
demanded a similar deal. In other countries, the process of gaining con-
trol of the state entailed similar issues of bargaining for advantages and
preferences.

In this context, it is difficult to suggest that the state served as an instru-
ment in the hands of a class that had identical interests. The vertical divi-
sions along ethnic and other similar lines that characterized African coun-
tries turned the state into an arena where conflicting group interests had to
be resolved. The main preoccupation of the political leaders was not to use
state power to pursue a common interest that they shared as members of a
ruling class. Instead, they were bringing to the state demands that originated
in the communities that they represented and thus could bargain for the best
possible deal. In this respect, the state in postcolonial Africa resembles that
of the United States rather than continental Europe. It was weak, because it
acted in response to society. Bringing home the pork is a common measure
of political success in the United States as well as Africa. The big difference,
however, is that the state in the United States is an instrument in the hands
of a corporate class, whereas in Africa it is an arena from which to draw as
much resources as possible. Patronage, although present in the United States,
is therefore severely constrained by state formalism; in Africa it is liberally
practiced because formal rules do not have the same significance as in the
United States.
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There are, of course some variation on this theme, even some exceptions.
The most significant is the state in Ethiopia. It is special because Ethiopia
was never colonized and its institutions were allowed to emerge in an organic
fashion. Thus, Ethiopia did develop feudal institutions and an attempt by
the emperor to control the class of landlords by strengthening the state along
lines similar to those in Prussia, where the model of modern bureaucracy first
emerged. Because of the presence of a state tradition in Ethiopia, kinship and
community structures have been weakened, especially in the heartland. The
presence of relatively articulate class relations provided the impetus for the
Ethiopian revolution in the early 1970s, which swept away not only the
feudal landlords, but also the imperial regime. The interesting thing about
Ethiopia in a comparative African perspective is that the notion of the state as
an instrument in the hands of the rulers has prevailed there. In the postrevolu-
tionary period, despite the introduction of a federal constitution, community
interests have not been allowed to guide state action. It has remained in the
hands of the revolutionary movement – the Ethiopian People’s Democratic
Revolutionary Front (EPDRF). This way, political leaders have used state
power in discretionary ways with much more direct effects on the popula-
tion. For instance, there has been a more systematic attempt to eliminate
anyone opposed to the political leadership. Secondly, state-peasant relations
have been much harsher than anywhere else on the African continent. The
rural population has been forced to feel the full weight of the state with-
out any mediating patrons or groups (Kebbede 1992). The result is that to
this day, Ethiopian peasants are the only ones in Africa that tend to see their
opportunities in life confined to the land. Unlike other places where the social
frontier remains open and people leave the rural areas in search of a better
life in the cities, the tillers of the land in Ethiopia come closest to being a
true peasant class.

State and Society

If Marx is the quintessential theoretician of conflict, Durkheim is the apostle
of the peaceful and stable development of society. The latter believed, con-
trary to Marx, that the division of labor is the principal force behind the
transformation of a social system. His organicist thinking was very much
a product of prevailing systems of ideas in the latter part of the nineteenth
century thus, social history could be explained by the division of labor; like
biological systems, societies develop because of the constantly increasing
specialization of their organs, each of which is responsible for performing
certain specific functions. Division of labor, in this perspective, is not only
an instrument of modernity, but it is also a source of new social structures
and hence new forms of power.

Foremost among those new forms of power is the modern state. In fact,
Durkheim believed that the greater the development of society, the greater
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also the development of the state. With societal development, the state is
being asked to take on more and more functions and thus bring them
together in a centralizing and unifying fashion. Advances in centralization
parallel advances in civilization. This was such a self-evident proposition
to Durkheim that he claimed that no historical law is more firmly estab-
lished than that one (Durkheim 1975). In short, the necessity of division of
labor gives rise to a centralizing state. He contrasted the modern centralized
state with societies where division of labor is unknown. There, he argued,
solidarity cannot arise from the division of labor. Instead, it must be pro-
duced by strong external constraints imposed by custom and religion. The
state in such societies is not distinct and thus is insignificant in determining
development. This observation is highly applicable to the African situation
today.

This point is especially important in the sense that Durkheim saw the
rise of the state as a mechanism of weakening the hold groups have over
individuals. He went as far as arguing that the essential function of the
state is to liberate individual personalities (Richter 1964). The implication
was that with the rise of the state, citizens would gain freedom from the
control of such institutions as community and church. Whereas Marx
treated bureaucracy as a phenomenon that must be combated, Durkheim
treated it as progressive because the agents of the state act in the general
interest.

Durkheim’s worry stemmed from another source. Like Tocqueville who
a generation earlier had warned of the tyranny of the majority, he saw the
roots of despotism lying in the emergence of an atomized mass society in
which no primary or intermediary group and no association or corporation
is available to limit the power of the institutionalized state. Thus, while
he clearly saw more in state-society relations than his organicist perception
of development typically allowed, he failed to address these concerns in a
way that would cast new light on his thesis about the relationship between
advances in civilization and advances in state control.

The main problem with applying Durkheim’s analysis to Africa is that
the state, with the exception of Ethiopia, never developed in response to a
spontaneous division of labor driven from within Africa. To be sure, the
colonial state was meant to perform civilizing functions such as reducing
the control that communities had over individuals, but foreigners performed
this task. Their ability to institutionalize such social changes had its own
limits. That is why, at independence, political leaders and civil servants, filling
the gap left by the departing colonial officials, embarked upon a process
of bringing the community back in. Even though African society, even in
colonial days, had been far from the atomistic entity that Durkheim foresaw
as a threat, the emphasis since independence was to reinvent and strengthen
communitarian ties that had been deliberately weakened by colonial policy.
From a Durkheimian perspective, it appears as if they decided that taking
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one step backward was necessary in order to take two steps forward. In other
words, a return to a more endogenous approach to development would, in
the long run, facilitate a division of labor that was more truly reflective of
African society than anything that had been institutionalized under colonial
rule.

What has happened across the African continent since colonial days is a
shift from one crisis of legitimacy to another. During colonialism, the crisis
that eventually emerged in these societies was the discrepancy between the
values underlying the operations of the state and the norms guiding African
communities. The success of nationalism brought about a change so that
after independence the crisis that has come to dominate the political scene
on the continent is the inability of the state to operate as a distinct institution
free from the constraints of community and church. Even in those instances
where the military has seized power of the state with the intention to sup-
press tribalism and other such manifestations of communitarian identity, the
efforts have largely failed.

Especially instructive are the various programs that were initiated by mil-
itary rulers in Nigeria. The military government under General Murtala
Muhammed in the late 1970s established investigative tribunals under the
auspices of the Corrupt Practices Investigation Bureau and dismissed some
ten thousand civil servants for alleged acts of corrupt enrichment. The gov-
ernment also created a National Youth Service Corps that required all grad-
uates from higher educational institutions to work for one year in a Nigerian
community not of their own origin with a view to establishing a national
culture that would erode parochial identities (Agbaje and Adisa 1988). The
civilian Second Republic (1979–83) brought an end to all these programs
but they were reinstated with vigor by the military government that seized
power in 1983. General Muhammed Buhari’s government tried to go even
further by implementing the War Against Indiscipline (WAI) aimed at instill-
ing discipline, patriotism, and eradicating corruption (Joseph 1987). These
and other vigorous programs to place state above society in Nigeria as well
as elsewhere have failed to institutionalize the kind of modernization that
Durkheim had in mind.

State and Bureaucracy

Whereas class and society were more important concepts to Marx and
Durkheim than the state, the latter was central to Max Weber, the father
of modern political sociology. He is the first to treat political institutions
as having a logic and history of their own. Weber was interested in such
concepts as domination, power, and authority. His own interpretation of
history was based on looking at the transformation in the mode of govern-
ment. For example, feudalism in Weber’s eyes could be explained by how the
control over the material means of domination is exercised, which, notably,
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is through a regime of private property in the instruments of violence and in
diffuse appropriation of the means of administration.

Weber recognized the importance of history but did not embrace the
notion that it is evolutionary or dialectic. Instead, his main concern was
to identify historical types of domination across social boundaries. His main
contribution along these lines was to identify three ideal types of legitimate
domination: (1) charismatic, (2) traditional, and (3) rational. No claim is
made that these forms of domination succeed each other in any particu-
lar order, although subsequent generations of scholars, for example, those
embracing modernization theory like Apter (1965), have tried to provide an
ordering that implies a move from traditional to rational means of legiti-
mate domination with a brief spell of charismatic authority prevailing in the
moment of transition.

The interesting thing about the African state in this perspective is that it
follows the reverse order of what happened in Europe. Historically, accord-
ing to Weber, states arose in connection with efforts to deal with prob-
lems inherent in traditional systems of domination in which the hereditary
power of a lord or a king prevailed. The latter maintains control over his
underlings, whose help he needs to administer his territory, either by feeding
them at his own table, remunerating them in kind, or awarding them a fief.
The state as we know it today in its rational and legal form of domination
came about in response to countering the patrimonial approach to domina-
tion, which is inherent in the traditional type. Weber was convinced that the
rise of rational bureaucratic forms of administration was what gave state –
and society – its modern character (Badie and Birnbaum 1983:20). Modern
societies are characterized by the emergence of exclusive legal domination
that is revealed chiefly through the formation and development of an insti-
tutionalized bureaucracy, which, literally, is the instrument of the modern
state.

This transition from traditional to modern forms of domination did
not always happen without conflict and violence. In fact, a look at Euro-
pean history suggests that it was almost always characterized by both for-
ward and backward movements. It was in such contexts that the charis-
matic form of domination often arose. It relied on personal rather than
traditional or rational authority. Among the instances of charismatic dom-
ination in European history that Weber cites are Cromwell, Robespierre,
and Napoleon, all of whom established plebiscitary forms of democracy in
which their own authority provided guidance. Charismatic authority, how-
ever, is difficult to sustain over long periods because it calls into question
the relevance of economic calculation. As a result, it always gives way to
other forms of legitimizing power.

A rational and legal form of domination constitutes the essence of the
modern state; however, by the concept of state, Weber went a step further
by suggesting that it refers to a set of political institutions that is capable
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of enforcing its rules and regulations, and thus exercises a monopoly of
legitimate force over a territory. He shows how feudalism ended as a result
of the concentration of military power and the use of an army that no longer
depended on ties of vassalage because, as soldiers of the lord, it received
regular wages (Gerth and Mills 1958). Subsequent studies of state formation
in Europe, for example, by Tilly (1990), have also emphasized the way in
which the modern state expropriates the independent private forces that rival
it in possession of administrative power. A state becomes modern, then, when
it puts an end to all patrimonial aspects of office and severs all ties between the
performance of civil and military duties for the state and all title to the profits
derived from the exercise of office (Badie and Birnbaum 1983:20–21). With
the end of patrimonialism, the state becomes a distinct institution within
society. It differentiates itself from society and becomes institutionalized. In
order to complete this process successfully, however, the state must be able to
compensate its servants so that they truly identify with their functions and,
as far as their roles are concerned, sever their ties to other social groups.

Although the colonial state in Africa was a poor replica of the modern state
that had taken form in Europe toward the end of the nineteenth century, it
was in a historical perspective, as Young (1994) points out, the first colonial
state to include the features of a rational-legal bureaucracy. The history
of the modern state in Africa began where the state in Europe had ended.
Its modern features became increasingly pronounced as colonial rule was
effectively institutionalized. It was very much an institution distinct from
society. Colonial officials were adequately compensated and administered
the African territories in accordance with what they saw as their modernizing
mission.

The independence of the colonial state from African society eventually
became an issue, as nationalist leaders called into question not only how
their territories were being ruled but also what kind of policies were being
imposed upon the population. The nationalist leaders were heroes who could
call upon their personal charisma to lead. Like Cromwell and Robespierre
before them, they could appeal to the notion of a plebiscitary democracy
in which their command of the masses would be particularly important.
The difference, however, was that Nkrumah, Nyerere, and the others who
led nationalist movements in Africa did not question traditional forms of
domination, but did challenge its modern forms; the impersonal rather than
the personal nature of the state was the issue.

Once the charisma of the nationalist leaders was routinized after inde-
pendence, therefore, it was not in the direction of a rational-legal form of
domination, but one that relies more on the discretionary power of the lord
and his ability to distribute patronage to his underlings. This is reflected in
the vast literature on neopatrimonialism – to be discussed further in Chapter
Five – and related concepts such as prebendalism (Joseph 1987) that has
emerged in the study of African politics since the 1980s. The latter refers to
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a practice, once prevalent in Europe, whereby public offices are competed
for and then utilized for the personal benefit of office holders as well as
their support group. This practice was pursued across Africa, but became
particularly pronounced in countries such as Nigeria – the public revenue
from oil provided an especially generous basis for dispensation of patronage.
Diamond (1983) relates how state governors in the Second Republic inflated
public employment and started a large number of state-financed schemes,
only to have these funds diverted by politicians with the aid of government
officials and private contractors. Although these practices within the frame
of rational-legal forms of authority are illegitimate and criminal, they were
typically understood in Nigeria as a legitimate means of fulfilling patronage
obligations within the community idiom. These and other similar examples
from across the African continent confirm that the trajectory of the state in
Africa has been from being autonomous to becoming increasingly embedded
in society. More specifically, its own logic is being subordinated to that of
the community.

states and power in africa

Drawing on the discussion in the previous section and additional literature on
the subject, for example, Villalon and Huxtable (1998) and Forrest (2003),
it can be argued that the state in Africa is problematic for three specific
reasons. It lacks the autonomy from society that makes it an instrument
of collective action. Instead, it tends to respond to community pressures
and demands that undermine its authority as a public institution. It fails to
operate as a corporate entity – as a system. A second reason is that state
officials do not adhere to the formal rules that constitute public authority.
They prefer not to distinguish between what is private and what is public,
the result being that citizens lose confidence in their readiness to act in the
public interest and instead look at these officials as primarily motivated to
feather their own nests using public resources. The third reason is that indi-
viduals appointed to public office rarely subordinate their personalities to the
definitions of the role that they are expected to perform. They do not allow
themselves to be reduced to the notion of a cog in a machine but insist on
upholding their personal esteem and dignity in ways that often go contrary
to the demands of a rational-legal type of bureaucracy. In short, the state in
Africa is not an independent system of power that operates predictably and
provides guidance to society. It is not the kind of “development machine”
that nationalist leaders had hoped for and international donors have
expected to find in place for their funding.

The literature has concentrated on two explanations for this rather
anomalous situation. One is that in historical comparison, the state in Africa
is still at a stage of evolution that compares with previous periods in the his-
tory of other regions of the world, notably Western Europe, which is – rightly
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or wrongly – most commonly used as a point of reference. In other words,
the patrimonial and prebendal features of state institutions correspond to
what happened in Europe in earlier historical periods. It also corresponds to
what we know about the state in other regions at earlier points in history.
The second explanation is that the state in Africa is problematic because
nationalist leaders have intentionally sought to eliminate the modern fea-
tures of the state that were brought to the continent by the colonial powers.
They have preferred to mold the state in the image of African society and are
thus creating a situation in which the values prevailing in local communities
have been elevated to hegemonic status. The problem with these values in
the current context is that they are tied to local places and are parochial,
that is, difficult to apply as universal principles for state action.

State formation in Africa, therefore, is characterized by a contradiction
that is no longer as apparent in other regions of the world: there is not enough
state power to project to all corners of the national territory. This is the argu-
ment of a recent book on states and power in Africa (Herbst 2000). He takes
issue with a number of assumptions prevailing in the literature on the state in
Africa. For instance, he maintains that the problem with African boundaries
is not that they are artificial and too weak, but rather the opposite: that they
are too strong and at the same time integral to the broadcasting of power in
Africa. He comes to this conclusion after showing how boundaries in pre-
colonial Africa were a true reflection of how far the power of the state could
reach. Given rudimentary technologies and undeveloped infrastructure, the
reach of the state was inevitably quite limited hence the prevalence of small
political entities. The main change that the colonial powers brought to Africa
was the introduction of a system of territorial boundaries that became con-
sequential because they were backed by a state system that respected them.
One of the things that African nationalists did not change after independence
was the system of boundaries that they inherited from the colonial powers.
At the first meeting of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) in 1963,
they dedicated themselves to respecting existing state boundaries. By insist-
ing on the integrity of the colonial boundaries, African leaders have been
able to hide the weakness of their state institutions. The empirical absence
of the state in much of the hinterland has had little, if any negative, effect
because the state system set up under the auspices of the OAU reduces the
risk of exposing failures to establish effective control in these areas. African
states are what Jackson (1990) calls “quasi states,” because they are sus-
tained not by of their empirical strength, but by a state system that gives
them juridical recognition as sovereign entities. Even so, Herbst maintains,
they do survive and have strengthened their buffer mechanisms by intro-
ducing national currencies and citizenship laws that increase the salience of
national boundaries.

The contradiction of states with incomplete control of their hinterlands
but full claims to sovereignty, however, was too fundamental to remain
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hidden for long. The continuous weakening of the state through neopatrimo-
nialism and urban biases in resource allocation left the hinterland increas-
ingly exposed. The liberation movements in southern Africa already had
demonstrated state weakness in the days of colonial rule, but, as mentioned
in Chapter Two, it was Yoweri Museveni’s National Resistance Movement
in Uganda that constituted the first serious postcolonial challenge to the
state powers, which had been artificially sustained by the OAU. As will be
discussed further in Chapter Nine, similar challenges to government author-
ity have subsequently been launched in many other countries, for example,
Liberia, Sierra Leone, Somalia, and more recently also in the Ivory Coast,
long considered one of the few African countries with an effective state.

Herbst contrasts the process of state formation with that of Europe and
argues that better comparisons may be found elsewhere in the world. This
point seems to rest primarily on the assumption that this process took place
in Europe in the context of high population densities, whereas in Africa it has
occurred while population densities have been low. Thus, national bound-
aries were contested in Europe because land was valuable and it therefore
was worth sacrificing men and treasure to control. The African dedication to
fixed boundaries was a way of ensuring stability in the absence of effective
control of a population that was dispersed over wide spaces in the hinterland.

Two questions come to mind when reading Herbst’s account of state con-
solidation in Africa. The first is the extent to which it is land or people
that factors most importantly in power calculations in Africa. The second is
whether it is high or low population density that lies behind the breakdown
of state authority in Africa.

The literature in anthropology emphasizes the important role that the
notion of rule over people rather than rule over land plays in African
social and political relations. Because people rather than land was in
shortage, the search for adherents was always more important than the
appropriation of land (Goody 1971). Kopytoff (1987:43) expands on
this subject when he writes that African kin groups had an almost insa-
tiable demand for people and jealously guarded those they already had.
It is no coincidence, he argues, that over half of all cases in customary
courts have to do with disputes over marriage, divorce, and bridewealth
(lobola in southern Africa) – matters that all involve the social appropria-
tion of progeny. Rights in persons, therefore, are considered more important
than rights in land or other property. These rights, however, vary over time
and place and Kopytoff stresses the versatility of kinship systems in man-
aging such rights. They acquired new members not merely by reproducing
their own kinsmen, but also by adopting new adherents, purchasing slaves,
and attracting strangers.

The kinship idiom served as a way of organizing political relations along
lines that were based on generalized loyalty rather than on a functionally
specific one. The services a person sought from another member could not
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be reduced to a contractual agreement. This way of looking at politics has
resurfaced after independence with a growing emphasis on community rather
than on collectivity. The feudal phase in Europe that paved the way for
capitalism was contractual and functionally specific, permitting, for example,
a vassal to owe obligations to more than one suzerain. Allegiance in African
societies was – and continues to be – functionally diffuse and indivisible
involving the kind of primordial allegiance to which kinship ties easily lend
themselves (Kopytoff 1987:58–49).

This brief review of what anthropologists have had to say about the nature
of rule in precolonial Africa and its implications for the present is to highlight
the embedded nature of state institutions in Africa. The difficulties that the
African state has had to broadcast its powers to the peripheral corners of its
territory, as Herbst calls it, are very much a result of the premium that lead-
ers pay on controlling people rather than territory. Because the state is not
really an instrument but an arena for accommodating competing community
interests, the issue of consolidating power over territory takes on only sec-
ondary importance in relation to acquiring and controlling followers. The
logic behind the exercise of power in Africa is not focused on broadcasting
over territories but on informal exchanges aimed at acquiring and sustaining
followers.

The other question relates to Herbst’s suggestion that the peripheral parts
of the territory are characterized by low population density hence they count
little to those having access to state power. The point about the recent chal-
lenges to the African state, however, is that they have occurred in high-density
areas and they have been as much over control of people as over control of
territory. The political turmoil that has afflicted the Great Lakes region of
Africa – Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, and the Democratic Republic of Congo –
takes on some of the same features as wars in Europe. In this respect, these
more recent events appear to question Herbst’s point that Africa’s states
are underdeveloped because they have not been formed through war (Reno
2000). It is worth noting, however, that unlike Europe, the wars have been
fought without demands to change existing state boundaries. Instead, in the
light of growing uncertainty, efforts to build stronger ties among the Tutsi/
Hima aristocracy in the region have been a major cause of these interstate
and intrastate conflicts. Again, there is reason to emphasize the demographic
rather than the geographic dimensions of the problems the state in Africa
faces in consolidating its powers.

So how does the state in Africa compare with states elsewhere in the
world? Herbst has suggested that comparing it with Europe alone is not
very helpful, because the process of state consolidation in Africa has been
so different. I suggest that in order to make this assessment, it is neces-
sary to examine two dimensions of the state: (a) its executive capacity, and
(b) its legality or adherence to rules. States differ in their capacity to act
autonomously: a strong state is one that is capable of shaping society rather
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      |
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     Western Europe       |  Asia, Latin America
      |
      |
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      |
      |
      |

      United States       |     Africa
      |
      |
      |
 Weak

figure 1. Types of States by World Region.

than being shaped by it; a weak state is the opposite – it fails to exercise such
control. States also differ in terms of how closely officials adhere to rules, be
they procedures, laws, or constitutions. A state is firm when its officials act
in accordance with formal rules and thus provide a measure of certainty as
to what can be expected. A state is soft when officials do not follow these
formal rules but find ways of circumventing or subverting them on their own
or in collusion with outsiders. To be sure, most states in the world display
more or less of these qualities, but it may still be possible to create a typol-
ogy that arranges states by region in ways that indicate their predominant
features. Figure 1 is an attempt to provide such a typology. This typology
goes beyond the categorization of states that Migdal (1988) provides in his
analysis of weak states and strong societies. The problem that states face in
their interaction with society is not just in terms of their capacity to exercise
social control of groups in society. It is also, as the figure suggests, a matter
of how easily the state can be penetrated by groups in society using informal
means to acquire influence. Thus, the states in both Asian and Latin Amer-
ican countries tend to have the capacity to control society, but they are not
immune to the deals that are indicative of efforts by individuals or groups,
for example, private corporations, to collude with officials to obtain benefits
or services. In Africa, the state is not only weak as an organizational instru-
ment, but it is also open to undue influences by political patrons representing
communities whose interests cannot be ignored.

It is in these dual respects that the state in Africa is more problematic
than it is elsewhere. Because it is so deeply embedded in societal relations
that remain locally specific and inadequately integrated into an abstract sys-
tem of rules that can be manipulated by officials, the state lacks the precon-
ditions that Scott (1999) associates with the modern state. Most notably,
society in Africa lacks the organization and civil statistical information that
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makes the state’s development function legible. In this respect, therefore, the
state in Africa is like a blind man sensing his way around and responding
to constraints and opportunities set by others rather than an instrument of
development charting – and sustaining – new ways forward. That is also
why the study of the state in Africa must include not just its formal insti-
tutions, but also the way informal networks operate and influence policy
outcomes.

conclusions

Most countries of the world are engaged in a process of state consolida-
tion. The issues that they face relate to how it can be made more effi-
cient, more accountable, and transparent. The vast majority of countries
in Africa are first and foremost preoccupied with state formation. The
most important issues relate to how to secure more effective control over
existing territory, and how to integrate communities that continue viewing
themselves as more legitimate political entities than the public institutions
that are the state. States in Africa tend to be different in this respect from
what is found elsewhere in the world. This leads to a concluding question:
are the structural conditions that must prevail for consolidation present in
Africa?

The study of the state in Africa tells us that certain structural underpin-
nings help it modernize and become consolidated. Foremost among these is
the emergence of a corporate class of independently wealthy individuals who
do not have to rely on public resources to become rich. With such a group in
power, the state becomes an instrument that molds development in the image
of economic reasoning. A calculative and instrumentalist approach to policy
analysis and policy making emerges. With it comes the notion of systems
thinking and a new approach to governing the public realm. The state in
Asia and Latin America shares some of the shortcomings we have discussed
in this chapter but despite their softness, they act as corporate bodies ensur-
ing that corruption does not get in the way of national development. Unlike
Africa, corruption in these other regions is merely a by-product of national
development programs.

The important thing to acknowledge is that although structural conditions
in Africa are less hospitable to progress in the modern sense of the word, there
is no absolute hindrance to change. Botswana has shown that it is possible to
embrace modernization and move ahead without threat to political stability.
In fact, it is precisely because its leaders have followed such an approach
that the country counts as not only one of the more stable, but also one
of the more democratic countries. Scholars argue about the reasons for its
exception, but they agree that in addition to the wealth of the country’s
cattle-owning elite and ethnic homogeneity – the Tswana constitute some
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90 percent of the population – a principal reason for its stability is that that
the government embraced advice from the West instead of rejecting it (e.g.
Holm and Molutsi 1992). In order to understand why the vast majority of
African leaders have rejected a complete wooing of modernity and have at
best had only a schizophrenic relationship with it, it is necessary to take a
closer look at the political economy of these countries.
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The Economy of Affection

The previous two chapters have suggested that relations of power in African
countries are predominantly personal and in that sense, informal. They are
not just indicative of odd behavior that goes contrary to formal authority.
They are in fact the social structures that hold society together. As the dis-
cussion of the movement legacy indicated, agency occurs in the context of
informal relations. The informal has been institutionalized to the point where
it tends to dominate the way formal institutions operate. Formal rules, for
instance, are often bent to serve informal institutions. The informal institu-
tions are not unique to Africa, but their significance is particularly noticeable
there. Nowhere else can they be studied more extensively than in African
countries.

Because these institutions permeate social and political life, one can rightly
speak of the presence of a fundamental social logic. This logic centers on
direct, face-to-face reciprocities to get things done. Its core principles are
that (a) whom you know is more important than what you know, (b) sharing
personal wealth is more rewarding than investing in economic growth, and
(c) a helping hand today generates returns tomorrow. Such is the essence of
the informal political economy that I call the “economy of affection” (Hyden
1980).

This economy differs from capitalism as well as socialism. Money is not
an end in itself, nor is the state the primary redistributive mechanism. It relies
on the handshake rather than the contract, on personal discretion rather than
official policy to allocate resources. It coexists with capitalism or socialism,
often helping individuals to get around the rough edges of such systems.
Exchanges within the economy of affection do not get officially registered.
It is an invisible economy that conscientious policy makers have no taste
for and economists find no real way of effectively incorporating into their
conventional forms of analysis.

This chapter will discuss the parallel institutions that Africans have cre-
ated in order to avoid the whims of the market and the arm of the state. As
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Herbst (2000) notes in his analysis of the state, this arm is neither long or
strong. There are plenty of ways to circumvent it, even if one gets caught.
This set of issues is important not only because class relations as well as
the miracle of the market (Bates 1989) have faded as principal lenses of
analysis in political science. These issues are also important because the
interest in Africa’s informal institutions has continued to grow. Not every-
one has thought of the subject in terms of an economy of affection, but
whichever other concept has been used, the legacy of this original notion of
how people behave and make choices in African society is still very much
alive.

The failure to recognize the prevalence of an economy of affection and its
robustness in Africa compared to formal institutions is one of the biggest –
if not the biggest – challenge to scholars and policy analysts alike. Because
of our strong desire to standardize and compare, the natural inclination has
been to look only at the formal institutions and how they can be reformed.
Even though they may generate statistics that lend themselves to quantitative
modes of analysis and measurement, they do not tell more than part of
the story at best. The light that these figures offer is limited in range and
quite dim, because the collection and aggregation of data are usually of
questionable quality. Thus, if we wish to understand – and explain – what
happens on the scene in Africa, the informal institutions must be given highest
priority (Chabal and Daloz 1999).

This chapter begins by discussing what the economy of affection is all
about and what kind of informal institutions it gives rise to. It continues
to discuss the nature of informal institutions and how they differ from for-
mal ones. The third part will place the economy of affection in its proper
theoretical context – social exchange theory. The last section will provide
illustrations of how the economy of affection operates and the implications
it has for attempts to create civic forms of governance on the continent.

the economy of affection

Definition

The easiest way of describing the economy of affection is to suggest that it is
constituted by personal investments in reciprocal relations with other indi-
viduals as a means of achieving goals that are seen as otherwise impossible
to attain. Sought-after goods – whether material or symbolic such as prestige
and status – have a scarcity value, that is, they may be physically available,
but not accessible to all, so people invest in relations with others to obtain
them. Many such investments are incidental or may be a form of regular-
ized behavior, but not necessarily an institution. For instance, people who
approach officials to illegally obtain licenses or a piece of property are not
part of an informal institution, but engaging in affective behavior to achieve
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their goals. An informal institution in the economy of affection arises when
a group of people agree voluntarily on doing something together; they let a
code of unwritten rules develop to guide their activities and their dealings
with those who breach these rules.

The economy of affection is not an expression of irrationality or altru-
ism. Nor does it have anything to do with romantic love. It is a practical and
rational way of dealing with choice in contexts of uncertainty and in situ-
ations where place, rather than distanciated space, dictates and influences
people’s preferences. People engage in affective behavior and create infor-
mal institutions for a variety of reasons. They may do so from a position
of either strength or weakness. They may do it when faced with opportu-
nity or constraint. Four motives for engaging in affective behavior are to (a)
gain status, (b) seek favor, (c) share a benefit, and (d) provide a common
good.

As discussed in the previous two chapters, status and wealth in African
societies has always depended on the ability to accumulate dependents and
followers. Gaining status, therefore, through such measures as hired labor,
many wives, and acquisition of clients has continued to be an important
aspect of social structuration in Africa. As Barber (1991:183) writes about
Yoruba society in southwestern Nigeria:

[Yoruba society was] animated by a dynamic, competitive struggle for self-
aggrandisement, which permeated the society from top to bottom. There was scope
for people to create a place for themselves and expand it by their own efforts. Like
the “Big Men” of New Guinea, they did it through the recruitment of supporters. A
Yoruba proverb says, “I have money, I have people, what else is there that I have not
got?” Money was one of the principal ways of gaining public acknowledgement as
a big man; but “having people” constituted that acknowledgment itself.

Spending money conspicuously therefore was an act of sharing while it also
amounted to gaining status – and influence. Parkin (1972) provides interest-
ing insights of this in his study of a Giriama community on the Kenyan coast.
He shows how individuals who have recently acquired their wealth spend
lavishly on such private ceremonies as funerals and weddings to demon-
strate their commitment to local institutions of kinship, and to earn enough
respect to testify before elders on their behalf in disputes over rights to
land and trees. Much the same happens in contemporary political contexts,
especially at times of election. Candidates may try to say the right thing
about their opinion of specific policy issues, but they know that what they
say has much less importance than what they do to demonstrate that they
have a following. To make a gain, therefore, they have to invest in dispens-
ing monetary and other forms of tangible rewards to prospective support-
ers. Studies of elections in Africa, ever since the first study of one-party
elections in Tanzania (Cliffe 1967) till more recent ones by, for example,
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Lindberg (2003), confirm the extent to which political actors operating in the
economy of affection are ready to go to furnish individual perks to poten-
tial followers. This stands in contrast with candidate behavior in demo-
cratic elections in the United States or Western European countries where
promises are verbal and generalized. In the economy of affection, account-
ability at election time is immediate; the candidate must demonstrate per-
sonal generosity as part of the process of campaigning. In Western democ-
racies, it is deferred and exercised only if the candidate wins and comes into
office.

Illustrations

The importance of sharing in the economy of affection does not only gener-
ate clientelism among leaders and other important people in society. It also
engenders an expectation on the part of the less well endowed that seeking
a favor from someone with resources is quite legitimate. Such favors are
most often pursued within family structures, but with growing social mobil-
ity, the boundaries for this form of behavior are being extended. The point
about the economy of affection, regardless of who is involved, is that the
inclination is to approach problem solving by seeking out another person
for help rather than finding a solution on one’s own. A couple of exam-
ples will do. Perhaps the most relevant illustration comes from the liter-
ature on urban-rural transfers (Little 1965; Caldwell 1969; Weisner 1976;
Moock 1978; Sandbrook 1982). Rural households across Africa have always
struggled to make ends meet working the land alone. Relying on a rudimen-
tary manual technology and unpredictable climate, having someone earning
an income from other sources is important. As will be further discussed in
Chapter Eight, this orientation prevails to this day. With agriculture increas-
ingly failing to generate income for rural households, off-farm sources of
income have in fact grown in significance. Urban migrants may try to nego-
tiate ways of ensuring that their burden of transferring money back home to
family and community does not become too heavy, but they have great dif-
ficulty escaping these expectations and social pressures without losing their
status in the eyes of those at home. For urban residents, therefore, life in
town is very much tied to demands, both specific and general, from relatives
and friends in the countryside who see themselves as having an entitlement
to claim part of the money that their urban-based kin generate while away
from the farm.

The other illustration comes from the field of credit. African development
programs are full of stories about problems of securing repayment of loans.
The reasons for low rates of loan repayment vary and include credit programs
for development initiatives that stand a very little chance of succeeding in
the first place. Thus, loan repayment problems cannot be blamed on the
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economy of affection alone. It does, however, play an important part in
explaining the issue. The idea of loan and that it needs to be repaid in
agreement with a contract is foreign to the economy of affection, where
reciprocity is not really negotiated. Reciprocity includes the possibility of
nonpayment because someone with money or resources is expected to share
his wealth. Whether or not this comes through an institution such as a bank
makes no difference. There is always the possibility of explaining to the bank
clerk that things didn’t go as planned (Shipton 1990). Microfinance schemes
may be better designed to deal with this issue, but problems of getting people
to repay their loans exist even in such programs. For most people seeking
credit, obtaining a loan is perceived as a favor, and paying it back, therefore,
makes much less sense than trying to redefine the situational boundaries in
order to escape it. The result is that formal lending institutions in Africa are
inundated with excuses rather than repayments.

The economy of affection, however, is not only about conspicuous con-
sumption or prostrating behavior. For many, the most important association
with the concept is the creation of a common good. Because the economy of
affection relies on primary forms of reciprocity, it tends to function best in
small-scale, face-to-face contexts. Local communities provide natural orga-
nizations for institutionalizing affective norms. African countries are full
of examples of local communities that cater to their own needs through
self-help efforts. So-called stokwel projects aimed at building and managing
water holes for cattle in southern Africa are cases in point. So is the haram-
bee – literally “pull together” – movement in Kenya. Although politicians
eventually appropriated it for their own ends, it began – and continues to
exist at local level – as a truly genuine self-help organization. This pooling of
efforts is common in the rural areas, but exists also among urban migrants,
who find themselves faced with needs that they cannot cope with on their
own. Even though mutual aid societies in the cities are no substitute for the
social security system provided by the modern welfare state system, they
are meaningful bodies because they give assistance to members in sickness,
bereavement, and other unforeseen crises. Many of these informal institu-
tions take the form of rotating credit institutions, known as esusu among
the Yoruba, adaski among the Hausa of northern Nigeria, djana among the
Fang of Cameroon, and ndjonu in Benin (Little 1965:51–52). The reciprocity
involved in lateral social interaction such as those discussed here tends to be
both immediate and reliable. This form of fund-raising is important because
it provides a ready sum of money that can be used to acquire goods for
trading, to build a house, or to pay school fees.1

1 Little (p. 48) quotes the example of Nanemei Akpee (Society of Friends), an organization
that, in the 1960s, had branches in many towns in Ghana. Its motto was “Love Is the Key,”
that is, the key that opens the door to brotherhood.



P1: irk
0521856167c04 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:36

The Economy of Affection 77

Urban-rural transfers do not only go to meet the needs of individual rural
households. They also play an important role in rural development. The
hometown associations among the Yoruba provide an especially interesting
illustration. Urban-based individuals, as Trager (2001:168) notes, participate
in local community development in three ways. The first, and most common,
is to contribute to organizational and community fund-raising for specific
projects. The second is for an individual to establish a presence of some sort
in the community, typically by forming an economic enterprise that serves
the community at large. The third way is to engage in local philanthropy by
donating something for the use of the entire community. The establishment
of community banks throughout much of Yorubaland in the 1990s is one
of several manifestations of the dynamics of this sharing of resources with
one’s home community.

Similar urban-rural linkages exist in other parts of Nigeria and Africa,
although they may differ in scope and intensity. The economy of affection and
its informal institutions are the mechanisms by which resources are allocated.
The significance of urban-rural linkages, however, goes beyond its economic
significance for local development. Geschiere and Gugler (1998) emphasize
that an increasing number of individuals in African countries function not
in one but in both of these locations. They function in a multilocal space;
what shapes their identity is not a set of impersonal and formal institutions,
but an affective network based on identification with community. The glue
that holds African societies together tends to be affective rather than civic.
It is more fluid and opportunistic than civic-mindedness because the latter is
based on principle.

The economy of affection is not just an African phenomenon. It is ubiq-
uitous. It’s found in rural communities elsewhere in the world. Sil (2003)
has analyzed it with reference to the Japanese mura and the Russian mir. He
shows that the legacy of these two forms of peasant community although sig-
nificantly altered by land reform and collectivization, respectively, has been
important in shaping formal institutional practices in recent years. Scott
(1976), with his notion of a moral economy, comes close to arguing the
same thing when he suggests that peasants band together in defense of their
lifeworld as the forces of modern capitalism impinge on their livelihoods.
The moral economy is a subtype of the economy of affection that mediates
the relations peasants and other marginal groups in society have with state
or market.

The economy of affection is present in many other contexts as well as
in modern society. The idea that one can make gains by nurturing a good
relationship with another person is not foreign to what we may witness in
U.S. society. Even though it is not institutionalized, opportunistic behavior
based on affective relations is quite common, for example, when it comes
to getting a job, being promoted, or securing a contract. Some of the corpo-
rate scandals in the United States in recent years are cases in point. In many
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European countries, the economy of affection has developed as a substitute
for formal channels that are too cumbersome or costly. It is present there as
well as in the United States among immigrant groups that have yet to be fully
acculturated into their new society. Finally, terrorist groups that operate clan-
destinely do so according to the principles of an economy of affection; their
threat to others stems from their ability to function as informal institutions
eluding, in their case, the attempt by formal institutions to capture them.

The economy of affection, therefore, may have either positive or negative
consequences. It typically helps those ready to participate in it, but may pose
a threat or be a cost to others. Because it is informal, it operates as a black
market or in a gray zone between morality and law. Some people get away
with their behavior, others do not, mainly because there is a general trust in
the ability of modern society to discover such attempts at breaking the formal
rules. Experience in recent years, however, has shown that getting a handle
on informal institutions of an affective nature has proved much more difficult
than what officials expected. For instance, the presence of these institutions
constitutes a challenge to the principles of good governance, notably public
accountability and transparency, and not only in developing countries, but
also in developed societies.

informal institutions in perspective

The discussion so far has suggested that the economy of affection is a function
of direct reciprocal relations that may be either vertical or lateral. It has also
indicated that these reciprocal relations may be either inclusive or exclusive.
These two dimensions provide the parameters of the social space that the
economy of affection covers. As Figure 2 shows, this distinction also serves
as the basis for identifying its primary institutional manifestations.

Closed
      |
      |

Clientelism       |        Pooling
      |
      |

Vertical______________ |________________Lateral
      |
      |
      |

Charisma       |     Self-Defense
      |
      |
  Open

figure 2. Types of informal institutions in the economy of affection.
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Types of Informal Institutions

These four types of informal institutions are analytical categories. They are
not mutually exclusive in the empirical realm. For instance, groups that rely
on pooling may also contain elements of clientelism. Similarly, groups that
oppose others may rely on a charismatic leader. Furthermore, institutions
may shift over time from one type to another. In other words, these are not
necessarily stable social entities, but shift character in response to changing
circumstances. I shall briefly discuss each type below.

Clientelism. This is one of the most prolific informal institutions around
the world. Judging from the literature, it certainly is pervasive in Third
World societies, both in and outside of politics. Although it is not
gender-specific, it is typically associated with masculine figures of power.
Lemarchand (1972) rendered the first systematic account of clientelism
in African politics. His treatment of this informal institution was quite
appreciative: A political patron brought to the political center a large fol-
lowing that facilitated national integration. In retrospect, one may argue
that Lemarchand’s treatment of clientelism was the informal equivalent of
Lijphart’s consociationalism, the political order found in some multicultural
countries in Western Europe (Lijphart 1977). Even in these European coun-
tries, the political center has been held together by a series of deals among
representatives of cultural groups sharing state power.

This positive account of clientelism has gradually become more critical,
if not negative. Neopatrimonialism – the ultimate form of clientelism in
politics – has become the principal concept in Africanist political science.
Political rulers treat the exercise of power as an extension of their private
realm. The prevalence of clientelism in African politics is evidence that for-
mal institutions are weak. As suggested in Chapter Two, it appears that
the introduction of multiparty politics has only reinforced affective rela-
tions because competition for power and resources has intensified in the
new political dispensation (Bratton and van de Walle 1997). Clientelism is
deemed problematic, especially in circles that are concerned with improving
governance in African countries. It keeps African countries barely afloat, but
it does not help them swim forward.

Pooling. This concept is sufficiently general to serve as a generic classification
of all forms of cooperation in groups that are organized along voluntary and
self-enforcing lines. These groups are not sanctioned by law. Instead, they
are constituted by adherence to unwritten rules. Examples include criminal
organizations like the Mafia and Chinese tongs, where the closure of the
group is very strict. In each example, breaking the informal code may result
in death. The blood oaths that members of these organization generally take
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to certify their unquestioned loyalty serve as surrogate kinship bonds; all
of them swear to trust one another in situations in which betrayal is very
tempting (Fukuyama 1995:101).

The family is the basic social organization and it features – directly or
indirectly – in many of the examples of lateral informal institutions that
are found around the world. Informal institutions in which the family is
important prevail in cultures where voluntary associations such as schools,
clubs, and professional organizations have yet to acquire influence in society.
As Fukuyama (1995:62–63) also notes, cultures in which the primary avenue
to sociability is family and kinship rather than in secondary associations
have a great deal of trouble creating large, durable economic organizations;
therefore, they look to the state to support them, a point that has also been
made by others, e.g. Putnam (1993).

China is a good example of where family has continued to play a very
important role in economic life. Although the family in China, as Mueller
et al. (2002) also demonstrate, tends to be smaller but vertically strong –
especially in the relationship between father and son – it is a closed unit
that operates to maximize its own gains. The relatively exclusive nature of
the Chinese family allows it to enjoy initial success in business, but limits
its success once the business calls for organizational expansion. Formaliza-
tion, through professionalization, is inhibited by the relative strength of the
informal relations prevailing within the family.

The African family is more extensive and generally open to coopera-
tion with others. Kinship relations dominate, facilitating solidarity across
family lines. In addition to the rotating credit societies, groups sharing
labor are quite common forms of small-scale informal organizations in
rural Africa. Groups like these, however, are not necessarily as effective
today as they used to be. Integration into the global economy means
that resources needed for one’s livelihood involves transaction outside the
local community. Hoon (2002) reports on what he calls the verticaliza-
tion of personal relations in a study of farming groups in eastern Zambia.
Wealthier individuals in the community become brokers with the outside
world and use this role to build a position of power. Pooling gives way to
clientelism.

Lateral groups bound together by affective ties often coexist with formal
structures. Studies of the Japanese conglomerates referred to as keiretsu,
for example, Mitsubishi, indicate that lateral informal relations are very
important in the management of these multipurpose, large-scale corpo-
rate entities (Gerlach 1992). The significance of informal relations has
also been demonstrated in the sociology of organization literature describ-
ing management patterns in the United States (e.g. Gouldner 1954; Ouchi
1981). Much more remains to be done on the issue of how informal rules
influence political life. Fenno (1966) and, more recently, Gordon (2003) are
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among those who have discussed the importance that informal relations
play for reaching consensus among legislators, for example, in the House
Appropriations Committee of the U.S. Congress. To the extent that such
behavior is regularized and takes on a self-enforcing quality, it becomes
institutional.

Self-Defense. This refers to informal institutions that mobilize support
against a common threat or enemy – whether real or perceived. Affection
is a powerful instrument to achieve this. It binds people together across
narrower organizational boundaries. As discussed in Chapter Two, modern
African history is full of examples of how affection has been used to generate
movements for defense of what is perceived as an African lifestyle.

Informal behavior or institutions for self-defense have their own problems
because they tend to view issues in straight black-and-white terms: You are
either with me or against me. The OAU is a case in point. Meetings of heads of
state were always behind closed doors. This way they could avoid criticizing
each other in public. As Herbst (2000) argues, this was important because
they could not politically afford for it to be showed that they were accused
of having weaknesses in the way they governed their respective countries.
The informal character of this club was institutionalized and it eventually
contributed to the OAU losing its credibility. Under the reorganized African
Union, African heads of state have agreed to a self-monitoring system to
ensure improved governance on the continent, but it is far from clear that
this formal agreement will erase the informal behavior and institutions that
exist within the organization.

The use of affection in self-defense is a more pronounced phenomenon
in Africa than in Asia. A major reason is that Asian societies have been
permeated by a single religion or philosophy. For example, Confucian-
ism has defined social relations in China over two thousand years. Even
though its ethical principles have not been in the form of a national consti-
tution, Chinese, regardless of social status, have internalized these principles
(Rozman 1991). In Africa, customary norms were never universal and only
confined to small-scale societies. Although similarities did exist among these
societies, they were not enough to form the basis for a national constitutional
and legal framework. Instead, what held the new nation-states together was
a perceived need to guard against an enemy from within or without. This
was done through affective ties that were generated as complement to the
formal structures in place.

Charisma. Charisma, one may argue, is the ultimate informal institution.
Charismatic, according to Weber (1947:242), is defined as “devotion to
sanctity, heroism, or exemplary character of an individual person, and the
normative patterns or order revealed or ordained by him.” Although the
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origin of the concept is different,2 Weber applied it broadly to refer to all
individual personalities endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or, at least,
specifically exceptional powers or qualities. Such people included a great
variety of heroes, saviors, prophets, shamans, and even demagogues. Weber
himself is not easy to understand on the issue of what charismatic authority
really is, but, in short, his treatment of the concept is meant to capture the
revolutionary moment in history. At the same time, he makes the point that
charisma is not sustainable without routinization. In the study of law and
administration, scholarship has treated the role of charisma as instrumental
in transforming traditional or customary authority into a new type that in
Weber’s language is rational-legal authority. In Africa, the story of charisma
is different. It seems important especially in terms of filling the gap that exists
between formal institutional structures, on the one hand, and customary and
informal institutions, on the other.

Charisma, like self-defense, is inclusive, but the charismatic leader occu-
pies an unquestioned position of authority. The interesting thing about
Africa is that charisma typically works to reestablish traditional rather than
rational-legal authority. The affinity with the modern common or civil law
that was brought to Africa by the colonial powers is virtually nonexisting,
except in professional legal circles. What counts are the principles of the past
that a charismatic figure – a politician or a cleric – can invoke to gain fol-
lowers. By wishing to reinvent something genuinely African, these persons
seek legitimacy based on the sanctity of age-old rules and powers. This is
inevitably a process of informalization. Compliance in this scenario is not
owed to enacted rules but to the persons who occupy positions of author-
ity or who have been chosen for it by a traditional master. Galvan (2002)
provides an intriguing and empirically rich case study of how this process
works among the Serer in rural Senegal. Innovations or adaptations, even
if they lead to syncretistic institutions, are legitimized by disguising them as
reaffirmations of the past.

Charisma blurs the line between person and rule. It assumes a reciprocal
exchange in which the authority of the charismatic figure is accepted without
question. These exchanges are essentially affective in nature. No attempt is
made to reflect on a particular principle before accepting authority because
charisma makes such reflection superfluous. Many African nationalists were
charismatic figures. No one succeeded more than Julius Nyerere in trying
to disguise his modernist policies regarding the sanctity of past rules. He
developed socialist policies with a modern economy in mind, but legitimized
every initiative he took in that direction with reference to recreating an ideal
of the African past (ujamaa). The result was that he became a very successful

2 Weber borrowed it from the German legal historian, Rudolph Sohm, who used charisma to
refer to the concept of sacramental grace, which underlay the law of the church prior to the
twelfth century (Berman 1983:549).
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political patron, but like all prophets or heroes, his relations with others was
based on affection rather than cognitive reflections about the feasibility of the
new policies. There was never any room for criticism of the proposals that he
made. In short, the informal institutions that he created under his leadership
inhibited a critical examination of his policies from within. Instead, they
fostered conformity and compliance. In the end, it required intervention from
the international community, including his political friends – notably the
Scandinavians – to literally force a policy change on the political leadership
in Tanzania.

The role of charisma is not necessarily confined to modernization pro-
cesses alone. It springs up in different modern contexts as well. For example,
an element of affection is often brought into more routinized settings to make
it more dynamic. A political leader, a corporation executive, or a trade union
boss may use charisma to mobilize support for a new policy. Charisma is
by definition temporary and informal, but it forms an important part of the
institutional landscape of every society. It may help to overcome a political
hurdle, to transform an organization, or help emancipate a lot of down-
trodden people. Thus, the setting for charisma exists everywhere and in any
period. Yet, in a contemporary perspective with so many problems and so
much uncertainty facing the continent, it is no coincidence that charisma is
an especially important example of informal institutions in Africa.

Formal and Informal Institutions

The rationality of affective behavior needs an explanation. The auto-
nomous, self-maximizing individual is no longer the model of human that
even economists work with. There is a broad agreement that institutions,
although helping to overcome market failures, nonetheless are constraining
individual choice. Rationality is bounded by formal rules. Thus, firms can
make the market operate better while at the same time set boundaries for
what individuals can choose or do (Williamson 1985). Individual choice and
behavior, however, is not constrained merely by formal rules. Informal ones
matter too. And they may be more influential in determining human behav-
ior and choice than the formal ones. An individual is not just an organization
man. Thus, rationality in the economy of affection is socially embedded in
the sense that it presupposes personal interdependence. For instance, A seeks
out B as a shortcut to obtain a good otherwise out of reach. But it is also
rational for B to accept the request, because B gains influence over A (or
a credit that can be called upon in the future). An informal deal is often
preferable because it does not entail the wait and uncertainty associated
with formal collective action. Nor does it carry the threat of a free ride that
Olson (1965) discusses. It rests on the assumption of shared expectations,
not the maximization of a particular goal that relies on the organizational
reconciliation of an N range of individual preferences.
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The economy of affection modifies, but does not contradict the notion of
maximizing one’s gains. In this sense, it relaxes the assumptions underlying
rational choice theory. It does so by assuming that personal, face-to-face
reciprocities or exchanges are sometimes preferable to reciprocity inherent
in an individual’s interaction with a distant actor, be that a state institution
or a trading partner. The latter, which Oakerson (1988) calls the essence of
rule of law – that is, the trust a person has in the system – is replaced in
the economy of affection by an interpersonal trust that is more immediate
and exclusively reliant on unwritten rules in use. Tobler (1998), analyzing
Swiss-born and immigrant youth, makes the distinction between those who
rely on a primary form of reciprocity – a Kernkultur – and those who feel
comfortable relying on the impersonal and more distant institutions of the
state.

The economy of affection makes a lot of sense for individuals in many
circumstances, be they characterized by constraint or opportunity. Poor peo-
ple would act together or seek out a patron to help them achieve what they
could not do on their own. Entrepreneurs, in economics as well as in politics,
would take advantage of opportunities available to them to seek and dispense
favors. Like the market economy, therefore, the economy of affection deals
with growth and redistribution, innovation, and safety. The difference is
that in the latter, contractual agreements are not needed. There is no stan-
dard, like money, to gauge the value of specific exchanges. Terms are never
precise, always ambiguous. That is why the economy of affection is more
political than economic in the strict sense that the latter, economics, is being
interpreted in the neoclassical version of the market.

It may be useful at this point to set the informal institutions discussed
here in the comparative context of their formal counterparts. Table 7
summarizes the extent to which the economy of affection relaxes the stan-
dard assumption underlying the neoinstitutionalist theories. With regard to

table 7. Comparison of Formal and Informal Institutions

Variable Formal Institutions Informal Institutions

Type of exchange Impersonal Face-to-face
Approach to rules Rule of law Rules in use
Character of rules Written Unwritten
Nature of exchange Contractual Noncontractual
Time schedule Specified Nonspecified
Actor premise Organizational goal

adherence
Shared expectations

Implications of agreement Precise compliance Ambiguous execution
Transparency Potentially open to scrutiny Closed and confidential
Conflict resolution Third-party body Self-enforcement



P1: irk
0521856167c04 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:36

The Economy of Affection 85

Africa, the most important point to make here is that because the social
formations continue to rely on rudimentary forms of technology, social and
political action is not collective in the sense that those familiar with modern
society imply. People do not share goals that stem from common interests.
They do not think in terms of reconciling private preferences to make a pub-
lic choice. Those social dilemmas that are a mainstay of neoinstitutionalism
and require an ordering of preferences so suboptimal solutions can be found
that benefit everyone – the win-win formula – are not part of the mental
map of Africans when they make decisions. They share expectations about
what is appropriate behavior: that is, reciprocity in all exchanges, even if this
does not mean giving back exactly what one received, or responding within
a specified time. The political economy equations in Africa, therefore, are
more rudimentary and are best captured in social exchange theory.

economy of affection and social exchange theory

The peculiar social logic of the economy of affection is most easily compre-
hensible through social exchange theory. Emerson (1962) and Blau (1964)
are among the most influential scholars behind the theory of power that
emphasizes mutual dependence as its principal source. Their view of power
differs from those who assume that power is an attribute of a person or
a group. It challenges the conventional view that A affects B in a man-
ner contrary to B’s own interests because A possesses resources that allow
exercising influence over B. In this respect, it also differs from the theories
that emphasize conflicts of interest. In short, social exchange theory departs
from mainstream definitions of power in political science offered by Weber
(1947) and Dahl (1957). Social exchange theory assumes that power can be
balanced in a social relationship. Power, therefore, is not a requirement for
the exercise of power. When power is unbalanced – and that is, of course, the
more common scenario – conflict is can be seen as inherent in the unequal
dependencies that created the imbalance. Because B is more dependent on
the exchange than A, their preference for an exchange will not be the same.
It may or may not imply willful exercise of power or willful resistance to that
power, but the core of the social exchange theory approach to power is that
the power is manifest in different degrees of dependence on the exchange
itself. Power, therefore, is not as absolute as other theories assume.

At first glance, social exchange theory approaches power in a benign fash-
ion. Because it downplays the intentional imposition of one person’s will over
another as well as willful resistance, it comes closer to accepting that power
exists in all social relations, even intimate ones, as postmodernism would
also claim. This doesn’t mean, as Molm (1997) convincingly argues, that
coercion needs to be absent in social exchange theory. Social exchanges are
not just exchanges of rewards or positive power, but often entail punishment
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or negative power. Certainly reward power can be used coercively, although
it may not always be easy.3 Thus, in the economy of affection, reciprocities
may entail both rewards and punishment. Examples of use of coercive power
include patrons denying their clients rewards because of lack of full support,
but also the opposite: voters denying political patrons support because they
have not delivered on promise of reward. Each party typically has some
degree of power over the other, although the degree of it varies (Baldwin
1978).

This takes us to the issue of structure and agency in the use of power. Is it
structurally induced or is it strategic, that is, reflective of an actor’s intention?
Exchange theorists such as Emerson (1962) would argue that even in the
absence of any conscious or intentional use of power, an actor who possesses
a structural advantage will, over time, obtain more rewards at lower cost.
The structural characteristics of the exchange relations, rather than motives
of the actors, cause a power imbalance. Some actors have advantages over
others as a result of these structural determinants. Therefore, they can pursue
exchanges with others without necessarily giving them all they want. By
withholding rewards – and either intentionally or unintentionally punishing
them – they exercise power over them. In the course of doing this, they
drive up the cost of obtaining the rewards they control, while lowering their
own costs of obtaining rewards from their exchange partners. In short, as
Molm (1997:36) points out, actors with a power advantage are likely to
pursue exchange with their more available or more valuable alternatives,
and in the process they inadvertently make their disadvantaged partners pay
higher costs for their rewards. Reciprocities, as the case is in the economy
of affection, do not have to be equal, nor immediate. Powerful actors may
withhold giving something back to an unspecified later point, or may even
ignore such a reciprocal act altogether, leaving the disadvantaged persons
with nothing in return for their own effort at social exchange.

Reciprocal exchange relations in the economy of affection are largely non-
negotiated, that is, individuals perform actions that produce rewarding or
punishing outcomes for their partners and respond sequentially to the out-
comes produced by their partners. They do not bargain over the terms of
exchange. Their contingent use of rewards or punishments becomes part of
a continuing relation – an informal institution – that is likely to be driven
by one of three types of transaction: (a) mutual rewards, (b) mutual pun-
ishment, or (c) coercion. Transactions based on mutual rewards have the
greatest chance of producing positive outcomes, whether they are symmet-
rical or asymmetrical in nature. Mutually punishing transactions are much
less stable and tend to produce conflict. Coercive transactions are explicitly

3 A classical example of this would be the Greek drama, Lysistrata, in which the women declare
a sex strike until the men make peace.
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asymmetrical, involving the potential flow of punishment from one actor,
for example, in the form of withholding rewards, and the potential flow of
reward from another.

Both economic and social exchange are based on a fundamental character-
istic of social life: Much of what we need and value in life, like goods, services,
companionship, approval, status, and information, can only be obtained
from others. People depend on one another for such valued resources, and
they provide them to one another through the process of exchange (Molm
1997:12). Social exchange departs from economic exchange, however, in
two important and related respects. Whereas classical microeconomic the-
ory assumes that there are no long-term relations between exchange partners,
social exchange theory assumes that more or less enduring relations between
exchange partners do exist. Secondly, classic microeconomic theory assumes
that actors engage in sets of independent transactions that are aggregated
into markets. Social exchange theory, in contrast, is built on the premise
that actors engage in recurring interdependent exchanges with specific part-
ners over time. In short, what distinguishes social exchange theory from
microeconomics – and psychology, for that matter – is its emphasis on social
structure as the framework within which exchange processes take place and
the structural change that results from those processes.

There have been attempts in recent years to bring microeconomic the-
ory closer to social exchange theory. Scholars like Granovetter (1985) have
pointed to the embedded nature of choice and thus the importance of
social structure in shaping what individual actors do. The neoinstitutionalist
approach that draws its inspiration from rational choice has also contributed
to a modification of microeconomic theory by pointing to the importance
that rules have in setting the parameters of choice (North 1990; Ostrom
1990). Although North acknowledges the role that both informal and for-
mal institutions play, he does not pay enough attention to the possibility that
they may be in conflict with each other. Informal institutions exist not just
where formal institutions are absent; nor are these informal institutions mere
complements that reinforce the functioning of formal institutions. They are
also often at odds with formal institutions and undermine their ability to
function effectively. Unlike North, who treats informal relations merely as
constraints that can be done away with, the economy of affection considers
them to constitute the very social fabric on which action is based.

Social exchange theory, more than neoinstitutional approaches, helps us
understand what is going on where an economy of affection prevails. It cap-
tures the consequences of interdependent social transactions that involve
direct reciprocity. They are informal, nonnegotiated, and hence driven not
by adherence to an abstract norm or rule, but by the dynamics of exchanges
involving rewards and punishments in different degrees and at different inter-
vals. Social trust in these exchanges is limited to face-to-face contexts and
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they do not need the trust in formal institutions such as money and expert
systems that Giddens (1991) describes as the essence of modernity. In fact,
the economy of affection more often than not subverts the trust in rules
that are distant and abstract. For instance, in Africa, people engage in social
exchanges because they treat them as more reliable and often as shortcuts to
obtaining the goods, services, or other valued things that they desire.

There are many reasons why this type of social exchange prevails in Africa
at the expense of rules that grow out of microeconomic or neoinstitutionalist
theories. One is the historical experience of these societies, which is based
on exchanges that are limited in space and time. The reach of social trust
has always been short – even in the instances of long-distance trade. It has
involved only a small number of persons and exchanges that has been direct.
There is no indigenous legacy of abstract institutions that operated indepen-
dently of society. Africa’s precolonial states were all rudimentary formations
in which rulers engaged in direct reciprocal transactions rather than relying
on formal rules and independent courts.

Another reason Africans have been particularly prone to engage in simple
and direct reciprocal exchanges is the relative uncertainty and insecurity
that pertains to their living. This was once interpreted as a consequence of
the prevalence of traditional belief systems. Africans felt insecure because
they lacked the positivist and scientific knowledge that would allow them to
explain things through objective factors. This rather simplistic analysis has
since been abandoned because it is increasingly obvious that modernization
and globalization processes do not eliminate this sense of insecurity and
uncertainty, but rather reinforce it. The interdependence between global and
local modes of production and the accompanying challenges to existing belief
systems accentuate tensions in the minds of people, regardless of social status,
education, or gender (Geschiere 1997; Comaroff and Comaroff 1991). Thus,
globalization tends to create a situation in which Africans look for answers
in modes of thought and organization that they are already familiar with. For
instance, it is no coincidence that many individuals resort to the charismatic
leadership of prophets or evangelists (Faure 2000), and it is no surprise that
occult beliefs are on the rise (Geschiere 1997; Kohnert 2002). So, what is
happening to the economy of affection in contemporary Africa?

economy of affection in contemporary africa

In the absence of a welfare state set of institutions aimed at providing citizens
with a measure of social security, Africans have always relied on informal
social support systems such as the extended family, neighbors, or commu-
nity at large. Osseo-Asare (1991) has documented the frequency with which
members of these local networks engage in some form of support, be that
material or immaterial, for example, counseling and personal visits to relieve
stress of others. It is clear from her study that people devote quite a lot of
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their time to obligations associated with the economy of affection. At this
most fundamental level of pooling, the economy of affection continues to be
very much alive.

Another, more recent study (Morris MacLean 2003) argues in a compar-
ative study of Ghana and the Ivory Coast that the core of the economy of
affection is really under threat because of years of economic crisis. Her point
is that in a context of increased poverty, people’s capacity to support others is
diminishing to a point where affective networks break down. As she writes,
the economy of affection appears to be narrowing in both Ghana and the
Ivory Coast, but the trends are not identical. The comparative strength of
the state in the Ivory Coast (at least until relatively recently) seems to have
had the effect of fostering a nuclearization of the family, whereas in Ghana,
with a weaker state, the affective networks have become more diverse. She
also shows that the amount of support being offered is quite small in both
countries relative to the cost of living and coping with such problems as
hospital visits and school fees.

Morris MacLean’s study confirms the argument in the literature that as
the state becomes stronger and more important in allocating resources in
society, the relative importance of kinship networks diminishes (e.g. Mueller
et al. 2002). The state in the Ivory Coast has been able to substitute the sup-
port that originally was provided by members of extended families; hence
the process of nuclearization of the family structure. She notes, however,
that in both the Ivory Coast and Ghana, there is a continued tendency
to rely on informal ties to ensure state support. It cannot be taken for
granted that the formal institutions will deliver without the prodding of well-
placed persons in government who are ready to serve as patrons for local
clients. Informal networks shift from being largely horizontal to becom-
ing more vertical, a shift within the economy of affection that has also
been noted by others (e.g. Hoon 2002). Pooling is increasingly becoming
clientelism.

Morris MacLean’s study also indicates that Ghanaians are more will-
ing than the Ivorians to engage in new types of horizontal exchanges that
transcend the boundaries of the extended family. Many are ready to seek
benefits from other villagers and people ready to reciprocate. This confirms
another trend in Africa: the inclination to seek benefits from increasingly
distant sources. Her data from Ghana also show that as resources within
many extended families have diminished in recent years – in addition to
nuclearization – there has been a process of diversification. Going outside
the conventional networks means asking others – many of whom may be
even strangers – to provide support in situations of crisis. This search for
new sources of support is associated with a higher degree of moral hazard.
The chance that these others will reciprocate is lower and the time devoted
to seeking their support may turn out to be a waste. Such is the predicament,
however, of many African families that they have to venture into such new
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exchange relations. This is becoming more and more common because of the
harm that HIV/AIDS is causing to existing social structures in many African
countries.

The AIDS epidemic competes with globalization as the main cause of
social change in Africa today. It is especially serious, because it hits more
directly than economic forces at the very core of the continent’s social struc-
tures. The latest figures from the United Nations and UNAIDS reveal that
sub-Saharan Africa remains by far the hardest hit of all regions in the world.
By the end of 2001, it was estimated that some forty million people were
living with HIV/AIDS, 71 percent of them in sub-Saharan Africa. Moreover,
78 percent of the children orphaned by the epidemic were in sub-Saharan
Africa. With regard to deaths from AIDS, three-quarters of the global
total was in sub-Saharan Africa (UNAIDS 2002). In sub-Saharan Africa,
as in parts of the Caribbean and Latin America, heterosexual intercourse
is the principal mode of transmission. Social science explanations of the
epidemic in Africa fall into three categories: (a) cultural, (b) economic, and
(c) sociological.

The cultural explanation attributes infection to such factors as polygamy,
which drives women to seek sexual fulfillment outside marriage, and the
high value placed on children, which also drives people to indiscriminate
sexual activities. Some researchers such as Caldwell et al. (1989) go as far as
suggesting that sexual promiscuity, particularly among women, is the norm
in Africa. Lack of control of women’s sexuality, therefore, is the key to the
AIDS epidemic in the region. This conclusion is drawn from an unrepresen-
tative documentary review and completely ignores the fact that the sexual
behavior of women in African is subject to a great deal of social control. Nor
does it acknowledge the variation in norms that exist across the continent.
For instance, one study found that premarital sexual activity was virtually
absent in Burundi, where only 4 percent of never-married females had had
sex, but very prevalent in Botswana where more than 75 percent of never-
married women aged 15–24 had had sexual experience (Gage-Brown and
Meekers 1993).

The economic explanation draws heavily on assumptions about human
behavior according to which individuals act in order to maximize their inter-
ests through the calculation of costs and benefits. For instance, Philipson and
Posner (1995) suggest that personal decisions to participate in risky sex are
rational. Looking at what they identify as prostitutes as the main source of
infection in Africa, they argue that the AIDS epidemic has reduced the nom-
inal price of prostitution and, consequently, these women have to engage in
more rather than fewer sexual activities to make the same monetary gains as
before. They also argue that since infection is already rampant among these
so-called prostitutes and females in nonmonogamous relations, there is lit-
tle incentive for safe sex. The more likely one is to be infected, the smaller
the expected benefits from safe sex. The authors also argue that the lower
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life expectancy also reduces the perceived benefits from safe sex, because the
number of years lost through HIV infection means less than in societies where
life expectancy is high. The problem with this type of explanation is that it
ignores the pressures that characterize everyday activities. For example, as
Hughes and Malila (1996) argue, the risk of loss of income or rejection is
more consequential than the more abstract risk of death in the future.

The sociological explanation focuses on such factors as poverty and
migration to the urban areas. Using world systems theory, Hunt (1989)
explains the spread of HIV by assuming that cities are where most jobs
can be found. Poverty in the rural areas induces people to move to the cities.
As migrants to these places, they live away from their wives and turn to pros-
titutes for sexual gratification. Periodically, they return to their home village
and spread HIV to their wives. Thus, the epidemic has hit especially hard
in southern Africa where migration to the cities is also most common. The
poverty, which inordinately affects women, also contributes to the spread of
the virus. Because women generally have to depend on men for a living, they
often have to obtain resources by providing services, such as sex for men.
Conversely, men feel that they have the right to demand sex from wives and
partners whenever they want.

A sociological explanation – even without the world systems theory –
comes close to providing the relevant analytical framework for understand-
ing the extent to which social, cultural, or economic factors contribute to
the spread of HIV/AIDS in Africa. As one Cameroonian analyst has noted,
in African societies it is taken for granted that in order to earn something, a
person must first give. In this kind of nonnegotiated exchange, the reciprocal
act may be postponed – even for good. Yet, even if there is nothing in return
for what is being given, it is nonetheless an assertion of sociability that people
think will have its payoffs in future social exchanges (Etounga-Manguelle
2002). It is important to appear as doing the socially correct thing. A per-
vasive issue in the context of the AIDS epidemic is that women engage in
sexual activities from a position of weakness. They are no more promiscu-
ous than women anywhere else but women, especially if they are single, are
often forced to engage in unwanted sex to obtain money for their livelihood.
This gives men a tremendous advantage, which they typically use by ignoring
much of what the women ask for, that is, the use of condoms or reasonable
payments as a show of appreciation. By denying women their rewards, men
exercise their power over them.

Power is not formally institutionalized, but manifest in myriad infor-
mal exchanges in which structural power is the outcome of relations of
dependence. Thus, the economy of affection differs from relations of power
in other types of political economy, where social relations are disembedded
from their origin in local places. The economy of affection makes no claim
to providing universal values. Instead, it emphasizes pragmatism: the idea
of being able to adapt and cope with shifting conditions over which people
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table 8. Comparison of Civic and Affective Spaces of Communication

Type of
Space Action Level

Interaction
Behavior

Claims of
Validity Effects

Civic Principles Discursive Universal Enhancing citizen voice
Affective Concrete action Compliant Local Strengthening loyalty

have little control. Validation claims are made in the local arena wherein
reciprocity can be seen and evaluated. People do not strive for the right
to speak out and challenge authority, as is the case in the ideal type of
civic communicative space that Habermas (1979) refers to. Even though the
widespread disillusion with government in African countries has produced
an interest in professional and other circles in creating a civic culture, the
fledgling civil society in these countries is still under the influence of the econ-
omy of affection. Power relations remain personal rather than institutional.
The many new associations that have been established since the 1990s find
emancipation from relations of affection a harder challenge than speaking
out to authorities. The challenges facing civil society actors in African coun-
tries, therefore, are not only the willful use of state power, but also how to
turn their own associations from being havens for affective relations into
more civic-minded entities. Table 8 summarizes a comparison between civic
and affective spaces of communication. As mentioned in Chapter Two, a
civic public space is in opposition to the use of power because it involves the
sharing of ideas in a mutually discursive or reflective way. In order to be able
to enhance the voice of all citizens, a civic public space inevitably depends on
a set of principles or rules that have a universal claim to validity. It applies to
everyone and to every place regardless of circumstance. This is the kind of
space that those opposed to the way political power is currently exercised in
Africa are looking for. They find, however, that associations operate under
a very low ceiling. Dissenting views are rejected as threatening, and compli-
ance rather than mutual reflection tends to prevail in these organizations.
Leaders strive to ensure highest possible loyalty. Performance is measured in
the delivery of gains in concrete terms, such as money. The claim to validity
is local in the sense that it is made with reference to key actors, rivals, or
patrons, with whom they interact on an everyday basis. The civic values that
are so important for democratic forms of governance, therefore, are still to
emerge in African societies. Those who try to do it are faced with a sizable
political challenge.

conclusions

The rudimentary social formations on the African continent explain to a
very large extent why the economy of affection and its informal institutions
are so dominant there. Its social logic expresses itself in a preference for



P1: irk
0521856167c04 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:36

The Economy of Affection 93

a movement over a state approach to development. It rests on communal
rather than collective action in that persons band together not as autonomous
individuals trying to achieve a common goal, but as people interdependent on
each other and anxious to satisfy each other’s sense of fairness. Although the
moral hazard involved in affective relations increases as goods and resources
are seen as difficult to obtain without engaging more distant intermediaries –
as the examples of HIV/AIDS infection illustrate – informal behavior and
institutions continue to flourish and prevail over formal ones. As the next
chapter demonstrates, this applies not the least to how these countries are
being ruled.

Finally, it is important to recognize that not everything beyond the bound-
aries of formal institutions can be treated as cultural residue that is beyond
what a political scientist can or should explain. Informal institutions are
created out of culture in the same way formal institutions are. They are
part of what determines efficiency and effectiveness in every society. Usually
our models limit us from grasping the significance of informal institutions.
The premises on which these models rest must be relaxed if we are going
to become more effective in not only understanding, but also in predicting
what happens in Africa.
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Big Man Rule

If informal institutions are so dominant and the state so weak and soft, how
do countries in Africa govern themselves? This is an issue that occupies a
significant place in the literature. Price (1974; 1975) as well as Jackson and
Rosberg (1982) were among the first to argue that individuals and orga-
nizations do not engage in politics to win the right to govern or to influ-
ence government policy within an overall framework of legitimate rules.
Instead, politics in most African states is rather like politics in the interna-
tional arena where the unsanctioned use of coercion and violence takes place
in the absence of agreed-upon rules. Consequently, politics in Africa are less
restrained and more personalized than in places with formalized systems of
rule. The results, as the three authors argue, are higher stakes and greater
risks for those who engage in the political game and greater uncertainty for
the general public.

Personal rule remains prominent in Africa. Many perceive it as highly
problematic. The international donor community wishes African countries
could transcend its limits. So do some citizens who are disgruntled with the
way in which politics is being conducted and with politicians who believe
they are above the law. The unbound nature of African politics has raised
the question of how rules can be made more effective in holding leaders to
the norms and principles of modern institutions.

The purpose of this chapter is to trace the issues associated with Big
Man rule and how far efforts in the past decade and a half have suc-
ceeded in bringing about a more formally institutionalized rule. It begins
by providing an account of the main contributions to the literature on
Big Man rule, including a discussion of neopatrimonialism, an especially
common way of analyzing it. It proceeds to discuss the need for theoriz-
ing our understanding of Big Man politics in ways that capture its par-
ticular logic. The final section deals with an analysis of the constitutional
reform efforts that have taken place in Africa and what results they have
achieved.

94
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the focus on personal rule

The question of what matters in African politics was clearly shifting in favor
of an emphasis on personal factors in the early 1980s. To be sure, there
were still some who maintained a focus on the formal rules, for example,
what types of political regime exist in Africa. Collier (1978) distinguished
between different subtypes of authoritarian rule, looking at the preinde-
pendence experience as a determining factor of what kind of regime would
evolve after independence. Berg-Schlosser (1984) linked regime type to devel-
opment performance and concluded that what he calls polyarchic systems
have a better track record than socialist and military regimes.1 Confirm-
ing the shift in analytical interest is the fact that these two contributions,
although published in a main comparative politics journal, have been very
little cited by other scholars.

The interest in personal rule raised an important question: What is the
most relevant theory for analyzing this phenomenon? Judging from the lit-
erature on African politics in the 1980s, there was a strong preference for
applying the language of Max Weber’s historical types of rule, notably his
concept of patrimonialism. Given its significance, it is worth quoting Weber
(1978:1028–29) verbatim on the subject:

The patrimonial office lacks above all the bureaucratic separation of the “private”
and “official” sphere. For the political administration, too, is treated as a purely
personal affair of the ruler, and political power is considered part of his personal
property. . . . The office and the exercise of public authority serve the ruler and the
official on which the office was bestowed; they do not serve impersonal purposes.

Weber’s original points of reference were societies that were traditional in the
sense that the authority of the ruler stemmed from divine or other such non-
secular sources. Thus, medieval kings and religious rulers like sultans in Mus-
lim societies would serve as illustrations of Weber’s patrimonial type. The
problem with the once many kingdoms that had existed in Africa was that
few had survived European colonization or the attacks of the new nationalist
elite after independence. The only example of a truly patrimonial system of
rule in the 1970s was Emperor Haile Selassie’s Ethiopia, but he was subse-
quently overthrown in 1974 and replaced by a military junta. Nonetheless,
an account of Haile Selassie’s way of ruling his country is instructive:

He combines his appeal to divine right with an intense personal grasp of power. . . .
High on Haile Selassie’s list of essential skills is his ability to play on the aims and
characters of others in order to secure their dependence on himself – for example,

1 It must be noted that Berg-Schlosser uses a rather generous definition of polyarchy, which
includes semicompetitive systems. Thus, virtually all one-party systems that were not socialist
fall into this category.



P1: FBQ
0521856167c05 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:42

96 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

by appointing antipathetic rivals to complementary posts, or encouraging officials
to appeal direct to the palace over the heads of their superiors. (Clapham 1969:
115–16)

Scholars realized, however, that despite the disappearance of patrimonial
systems of rule in Africa, the norms associated with such systems survived
among the leaders of the new nation-states. They behaved much like medieval
kings or sultans without carrying such titles. It is this similarity that gave
rise to the concept of neopatrimonialism. The latter, like the former, assumes
the presence of personal rule, in which the authority of the leader, who is
beyond question, is personally in control of running the affairs of the state.
Patrimonialism in Africa after independence is new in that it is backed by the
resources of a modern state, including funds provided from external sources
(Medard 1982). Neopatrimonialism, therefore, thrives on a resource base
that gives the rulers plenty to work with. The relevance of patrimonialism
is demonstrated in the work of Callaghy (1984; 1988), in which he studies
not only the role that it plays in sustaining political order, but also how it
affects the prospects for economic development. With regard to the latter,
Callaghy refers to capitalism in Africa as being patrimonial in kind, that is,
individuals with access to state power are able to accumulate private wealth
by virtue of their public office. In this type of capitalism, it is the political
rather than the economic logic that comes first. Given the weakness of an
indigenous merchant and industrial group or class, patrimonial capitalism
is seen as structurally inevitable in Africa at least in a transitional period.
His own assessment of what will happen to it is that it could go either way:
Patrimonial capitalism may continue as it is or it may move in the direction
of modern capitalism (Callaghy 1988:88).

Joseph (1987), writing about the Second Republic in Nigeria, breaks with
those who use the concept of patrimonialism, but does not depart from
Weber. Instead, he borrows yet another concept – prebendalism – that comes
out of Weber’s historical sociology. Criticizing others for using patrimoni-
alism as a catch-all concept referring to all types of exchange of favors or
resources, Joseph believes that prebendalism captures more accurately what
is going on: offices of state are allocated and then exploited as benefices by
the officeholders, and legitimated through satisfaction of demands of specific
subsets of the general population. In short, prebendalism allows officers of
the state to enjoy the benefits that justifiably come with the office, but only as
long as they share the spoils with their communities. Joseph’s analysis comes
close to what Lemarchand (1972) has called patrimonial clientelism that, in
his usage, means the “doling out of offices in return for administrative and
political benefits.”

Neopatrimonialism and prebendalism in ruling circles in Africa are not
only the creation of individual leaders, but also the response of members
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of the public who see the need for a powerful intermediary to help them
solve their everyday problems. In a situation of insecurity and uncertainty,
as Sandbrook (1972) has noted, it is not surprising that individuals seek
attachment to “big men” capable of providing protection and even advance-
ment. No one has documented more extensively the role that big men play
in African politics than Bayart (1993). He recognizes the role that colo-
nialism had in paving the way for the emergence of a system of rule that
entails accumulation of wealth through the use of public office. He echoes a
point made several years ago by a French anthropologist that participation
in power provides a hold over the economy, much more than the opposite
(Balandier 1971). Bayart’s main point is that there was a lot of both extrac-
tion and extortion by the colonial administration. This was especially true
in what is now the Democratic Republic of Congo, formerly Zaire, where
during the colonial period it had been a free state for a long time under King
Leopold’s personal rule. Thus, President Mobutu’s decision on November
30, 1973, to nationalize all property belonging to foreigners was a mere imi-
tation of what had happened in colonial days. As one account tells of what
happened as a result of this policy intervention, the lion’s share of the prop-
erty was distributed to leading politicians at different levels of the system
(Schatzberg 1980; 2002). They, in turn, distributed it to followers in order
to boost their local support.

Although the memory of colonialism may have been a factor in the deci-
sions made by nationalist leaders in the wake of independence, these deci-
sions seem to have been made also in response to more immediate trends or
events. The first generation of nationalist leaders had often been able to rely
on the charismatic authority that they acquired by virtue of their heroism in
leading the struggle against colonial rule. By the 1970s much of this author-
ity had vanished and in many countries, such as Zaire, the head of state
had come to power through a coup rather than a struggle. Acquiring legit-
imacy through a movement approach, as Mobutu tried in the 1970s with
his indigenization campaign, proved more difficult in these circumstances,
and certainly more expensive. The idea of acquiring foreign-owned property
to redistribute to members of the political elite, therefore, was one way of
placating clients who otherwise would be restless and prove a threat to the
head of state.

Assets owned by foreigners were the primary target, but as these opportu-
nities were exhausted, the public purse became the next natural target. The
story of Uganda during Idi Amin’s term is instructive in this context. Much
of the Ugandan economy at independence was controlled by Asian business-
men, most of them owning small- to medium-sized enterprises. A large num-
ber of this minority had acquired Ugandan citizenship after independence.
No one had anticipated the turn of events that followed Idi Amin’s coup
d’état in 1971. Amin seized power from Milton Obote, a civilian politician
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who had ousted the first president of the country, Kabaka Mutesa – also
king of Buganda – in 1966 with the help of the same Amin acting in his
capacity as chief of the military. In 1972, only a year after coming to power,
with little to show, Amin made a sudden decision to force members of the
Asian minority – all of them originally from India and Pakistan – out of the
country. They were left with no chance to really dispose of their assets in
Uganda, which were expropriated and distributed by Amin to his followers
as a way of demonstrating his power and ability to be a generous patron.
Once these freebies had been distributed, Amin had to turn to the state for
patronage resources. This meant taxation of the citizens, and also a costly
appropriation of public money to share with political followers who could
not necessarily be fully trusted (Mamdani 1976). The invasion of northwest-
ern Tanzania in 1978 was Amin’s ultimate attempt to rally support for his
regime. The sequence described above was repeated, albeit less brutally, in
many other countries in Africa, where nationalizating or indigenizing con-
stituted the first move to secure an expanded patronage base and plundering
of the state the inevitable next step.

Jackson and Rosberg (1982) offer the most extensive comparative study
of the Big Man phenomenon in Africa. They place their study in the context
of the classical notion of political institution as a union of rules and behavior;
that is, institutions are neither only rules nor only behavior, but rather con-
duct in respect of rules. In an effectively formalized state, everyone respects
the rules, no matter how important the individual may be. In a state without
effective institutions, formal rules are defied or ignored. Officeholders are
not bound by office and they are able to change its authority and power to
suit their own personal and political needs or preferences. This is the case in
Africa, where abstract constitutions and formal institutions exist on paper,
but they do not shape the conduct of individual actors, especially those in
power. In short, political leaders in Africa have had a very instrumental view
of constitutions and formal institutions, treating them seriously only when
it has suited them.

A political system of personal rule is not a system that responds to public
demands and support by means of public policies and actions, as will be fur-
ther discussed in Chapter Six. Nor is it, as Jackson and Rosberg (1982:18)
point out, a system in which the ruler aims at policy goals and steers the
governmental apparatus by information feedback and learning. Borrowing
from Michael Oakeshott, the British philosopher, they suggest that gover-
nance in African countries is more a matter of seamanship and less one of
navigation – that is, staying afloat rather than going somewhere. Personal
rule is a system of relations linking rulers not with the citizens but with
patrons, clients, supporters, and rivals, who constitute the system. To the
extent that personal rulers are constrained, it is the result not of rules or
roles but of the power of these other actors to whom they are linked. Games
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that these political actors play tend to be zero-sum events, in which there
is little, if any, room for compromise. In fact, a compromise is viewed as
a loss, never a win, as is typically the case in institutionalized democra-
cies. This reinforces a sense of insecurity on the part of political actors that,
in turn, encourages them to plot their next move to safeguard their interests.
The result is that politics in these countries is both fluid and unpredictable.
This makes it a challenge for all interested in studying it.

Even though personal rule has its own logic, there are differences among
these rulers. Jackson and Rosberg (1982:73–82) distinguish between four
types: (a) princes, (b) autocrats, (c) prophets, and (d) tyrants. The prince is a
clever observer and manipulator of lieutenants and clients. He tends to rule
jointly with others by presiding over their struggle for benefits, encourage
it, and recognize that it is the source of his own legitimacy. Princely rule is
sufficiently flexible to allow for a politics of accommodation. Senegal’s first
president, Leopold Senghor, is offered as the prime example of a princely
ruler.

Autocrats differ from princes in that they command and manage rather
than preside and rule. The country is the ruler’s estate and the state appa-
ratus is ultimately his to use at his own discretion. Party and government
officials are essentially his servants and agents. Any limitations that he faces
to his rule are the result of shortage of resources or lack of organizational
ability, not the absence of discretionary power. Presidents Banda of Malawi
and Bongo of Gabon are provided as examples. Presidents Moi of Kenya
and the late Houphouet-Boigny of the Ivory Coast may be other cases in
point.2

The prophets among African rulers constitute a minority. They are vision-
aries wanting to reshape African society. They are typically socialist leaders,
like Nyerere and Nkrumah, who are impatient with existing conditions and
want to see them altered as quickly as possible. All of them have run into the
problem of not possessing the means to remove the obstacles to their vision.
Their challenge has been greater than the one facing princes or autocrats,
because not only have they faced the task of maintaining political order but
they have placed themselves in a position where they are expected to steer
the ship in a desired ideological destination and mark off some recognizable
progress in that direction. Although Nyerere’s ujamaa was never realized, he

2 It is interesting to see how these rulers often fall back upon references to the divine sphere in
justifying their rule. For instance, state radio in Equatorial Guinea reported on July 16, 2003,
that President Nguema is in permanent contact with the Almighty and that he can decide
to kill without anyone being able to hold him accountable and without him going to Hell.
President Banda rejected the need for a political opposition with reference to the absence of
opposition in Heaven: God himself does not want opposition – that is why he “chased Satan
out” (Decalo 1992).
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did survive the disappointments that followed in the wake of losing direc-
tion. He was the exception that proved the rule: raising popular expectations
to high levels was tantamount to political suicide for the prophets.

The fourth category of rulers in Africa is the tyrants. Idi Amin is the
example given by Jackson and Rosberg. Most observers today would prob-
ably like to add Robert Mugabe to this category. The reason is that tyranny
is a residual category into which any of the other types may deteriorate.
Mugabe did not start off as a tyrant, but he has turned into one, because of
unwillingness to recognize challenges to his position of power. Tyrants rule
through fear. They reward agents and collaborators and turn them into mer-
cenaries. Tyranny, in short, is marked by particularly impulsive, oppressive,
and brutal rule that lacks elementary respect for the rights of persons and
property.

There are problems with this typology, some of which Jackson and Ros-
berg acknowledge. One is the classification of the rulers. There is much over-
lap between the four categories and it is clear that some presidents would fit
more than one category. For instance, President Kerekou of Benin was a mil-
itary autocrat in the early 1980s, but he transformed himself into a civilian
ruler in the early 1990s when the country shifted to a democratic system of
rule. It is not clear whether he should be treated as a prince or be categorized
in any other way after his conversion. Another issue concerns the prophets: Is
a socialist vision the automatic criterion for being considered as such? Many
socialist leaders in Africa in the 1970s and 1980s had adopted Marxism-
Leninism, but it is not evident that leaders like Mengistu of Ethiopia would
qualify as a prophet. There are also a number of African leaders who do
not fit these four categories because they chose to adopt a more formalized
system of rule. Botswana’s first president, Seretse Khama, is a good example.
Why did he break with the pattern of personal rule that his fellow presidents
adopted? How far is his exceptional behavior the reason why Botswana has
been able to develop democratic forms of governance that are not found
elsewhere on mainland Africa? Finally, a question must be raised about the
analytical utility of the typology. There is no empirical evidence that one cate-
gory of leaders, on the aggregate, produced better development performance
records than others. For instance, prophets did no better than autocrats. Nor
is there evidence to suggest that princes have a more impressive track record.
The only thing that seems certain – although the evidence is not really mus-
tered for that purpose in the book by Jackson and Rosberg – is that tyrants
have caused more harm to their respective countries than the other types of
ruler.

The conclusion that can be drawn today with the benefit of twenty years
of additional experience is that neopatrimonialism, prebendalism, and clien-
telism have continued to dominate African politics. Analysts like Sandbrook
(1985) and Clark (1997) view neopatrimonialism as highly problematic
from a development perspective. Personal rule, in their view, is a symptom
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of underdevelopment. Regardless, it is clear, as Bratton and van de Walle
(1997) conclude in their study of democratization in African countries dur-
ing the first half of the 1990s, that the legacy of neopatrimonialism is a
powerful factor in determining the prospects for democratic transition and
consolidation.

theorizing personal rule

The real problem with the use of concepts like Big Man, personal rule, or
neopatrimonialism is that they remain undertheorized. They are typically
used in historical comparisons in which the premise is that what happened
in other parts of the world at an earlier point in history is being replicated
in Africa today. Although there is no reason to deny the potential value of
such comparisons, it tends to omit a sharper focus on the present. How do
Big Men act strategically? Why do they do it? The point is that personal
rule produces very different dynamics from that associated with formally
institutionalized rule. This is evident regarding the issues of (a) free riding,
(b) coalition making, and (c) transaction costs.

Whenever individual choice is treated as independent of what others
choose, there is always the possibility of free riding, that is, the assump-
tion that a person does not need to contribute anything in order to benefit
from what others do. Pioneering theorists have suggested this is the case
with voters in a democracy (Downs 1957) and members of large organi-
zations (Olson 1965). Although the model of a human being in rational
choice theory is an oversimplified one, there is empirical evidence, especially
from the United States, to suggest that the theory is valid. The question is
the extent to which it is universally valid. Students of comparative politics
like Laitin (1992) and Geddes (1994) have applied rational choice to the
study of both economy and culture, arguing that political actors outside the
system of consolidated democracies are no different from actors in those
systems.

The rather narrow premises of this model have been criticized by many
students of politics in Africa. Their alternative explanation has been struc-
tural or a more general reference to the notion that politicians act to maxi-
mize their power. How they do it and with what consequences are questions
that are yet to be systematically addressed. In situations where formal insti-
tutions are either rejected as illegitimate or ignored because they do not
correspond to the dominant cultural idioms, the natural tendency is to treat
personal relations with other actors as inevitably the most important. The
ambition is to build relations of power by relying on controlling access to
resources that others need but cannot get on their own. Because it is done on
a person-to-person basis, power relations are highly subjective. They require
compliance not with formal rules, but with more ambiguous informal rules,
as discussed in Chapter Four. This makes power relations less predictable and
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stable, but such are, nonetheless, the structures of power on which African
societies depend.

It is obvious that holding a political regime together based on personal rule
is very difficult because each reciprocal relation is essentially direct and, thus,
face to face. The Big Man is unable to be personally in touch with everyone,
but assumes that his clients and followers will keep their reciprocities with
others alive as they radiate out from the apex of the system. This will not
happen without the incentives of access to resources. Clients and followers
expect something in return for their loyalty. The result is that the Big Man
needs to accumulate a lot of resources that he can share with others. He also
needs to demonstrate his personal wealth in order to appear credible in his
promise to clients (Daloz 2002).

This orientation toward clientelist relations as a key premise of politics
creates a dynamic in which free riding is ruled out. To be sure, reciprocities
are not demanded immediately, but the expectation of payback is always
there and thus, sooner or later, an element of punishment will be introduced
into the relationship if it is not reciprocated. The more dependent actors
will find themselves at the receiving end. Clients and followers are typically
bound by relationships that they can ignore only at a definite cost. This
will only happen if there is reason to assume that the Big Man is losing
his grip of the situation. A recent example of this dynamic is what hap-
pened in Kenya in 2002 when President Moi declared his intention to step
down and many political actors decided to invest in relations with those
that were most likely to win the forthcoming election. Personal rule is highly
opportunistic. Although calls for regime change are usually made respecting
universal principles of human rights and democratic governance, in the end,
there is no way that informal relations based on direct reciprocities can fail
to matter most for the actors involved. Zambia and several other countries
that have embarked on transitions to democracy demonstrate this dynamic.
Thus, even if elections tend to generate an improved indexing of civil liber-
ties and political rights, as Lindberg (2004) demonstrates, there is still the
question of what such an improvement really means. Is it really a greater
respect for human rights that is reflected in such a figure? Or is it merely
that fewer outright violations of such rights occur? In other words, are we
witnessing a process of positive respect for rights and liberties or merely a
political truce among contending Big Men and their followers? This is a set
of issues that constitute a meaningful follow-up to Lindberg’s path-breaking
study.

There are African rulers who have gotten away with being effective in
power without engaging in conspicuous consumption and the extensive use
of public resources to stay in power. Julius Nyerere of Tanzania is the best
example. His puritan personal way of life, combined with his persuasive
rhetoric, allowed him to rule during much of the 1970s without resorting to
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massive misuse of government funding. The generosity of the international
donors at the time was such that it compensated for the need to prey on the
state for its scarce resources. In the long run, however, because his vision
of a new socialist Tanzania could not be materialized, his own ability to
hold the system together weakened. There was much grumbling in the early
1980s, a failed coup, and his decision to step down in 1985 was at least
in part made in order to give his successor the chance to start afresh. The
same applies to the new brooms, the new generation of African leaders that
was briefly discussed in Chapter Two. Leaders who are fresh in power do
not have to institutionalize the networks of clients that typify personal rule
immediately because they can ride the euphoric wave of victory. Followers
are anxiously awaiting the ruler’s decisions and in that transitional moment –
the honeymoon period – there is scope for attention to policy and the need
to legitimize the new regime in the eyes of the international community.
The point, however, is that this window of opportunity disappears sooner
rather than later and clientelist relations begin to call for more of the ruler’s
attention. Museveni’s Uganda is a good illustration of this transformation
(Khadiagala 1995).

The dynamics of politics in Africa, then, tend to rule out free riding,
because it constitutes a threat to the system of rule. The Big Man cannot
afford it and neither can his clients who are all dependent on being powerful
in relation to their followers. This has implications for how African political
systems are governed.

Rational choice theory posits that government leaders will try to rule with
a minimum-sized coalition (Riker 1962). In other words, there is no addi-
tional value of sharing power with others beyond the minimum 51 percent
needed to get policies adopted; the assumption is that the greater the number
of actors that have to be placated in any one decision the more difficult and
costlier it becomes. Wherever policy and formal rules count, this argument,
even if it is simplified, makes sense. It fits much less, however, in polities
where personal rule prevails. The rational choice in those places is to maxi-
mize the coalition. Rulers cannot afford to operate with just a slight majority
because it means that competing reciprocities can easily prevail and pose a
threat to their control of the system. Personal rule invites cooptation and
other measures that are much more difficult and costly for political actors
in policy-oriented and formally institutionalized polities. Thus, uncertainty
that follows from not having effective control induces the ruler to extend
reciprocities to as many clients as possible. This happened, for instance, in
mid-2004 when the governing coalition of President Kibaki was threatened
with breakdown and Kibaki decided that it was in his best interest to expand
the coalition to include representatives of the opposition parties. That way,
he could more easily neutralize the threats from those who were threatening
the coalition’s existence. In short, the broader the support base, the more
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powerful the ruler and the more stable the system! Kibaki, like other African
leaders, relied on what two authors (Rothchild and Chazan 1988:248–50)
call hegemonial exchanges. That is why they adhere to the notion of the
supremacy of politics, defend the single-party system, and, in the context of
current competitive politics, prefer a dominant party system. One observer
believes that the new reliance on competitive elections to decide on who
should rule a country may have the effect of creating a preference for mini-
mal rather than inclusive collations (van de Walle 2001:260). This continues,
however, to look more like a wishful hypothesis than empirical reality.

There are two threats to democratic consolidation in Africa that would be
worth studying more closely and systematically. One is the extent to which
political order tends to break down when majorities are slim and unpre-
dictable. The other is the extent to which in systems of personal rule, voter
preferences in the absence of a stable party system tend to shift in response
to the failures of elected leaders to deliver on their patronage promises. As
we have seen in countries like Benin and Zambia, the credibility of the Big
Man has a lot to do with the loyalty of his clients.

Transaction costs in systems of personal rule, therefore, tend to be very
high. Nurturing the myriad reciprocal relations on which it rests takes a
lot of personal energy and resources. Personal accumulation of resources
by the ruler becomes necessary in order to sustain these relations. Much
of this comes through misappropriation of public funds, but as attempts
have been made by the international community to put an end to this prac-
tice, rulers have found other ways of accumulating the necessary resources.
Members of the Asian minority in East Africa and the Lebanese minority
in West Africa have often found it necessary to buy protection from polit-
ical strongmen. They, like many foreign and local investors, have figured
that having the Big Man – or one of his closest lieutenants – as partner
or patron is mutually rewarding. It gives businesspeople their opportunity
to conduct business as usual and provides the political leaders access to
income that may be necessary to keep the majority coalition going. There
is no evidence that measures by the international community to improve
governance in African countries have significantly reduced the Big Man’s
predilection to rely on patronage. There is definitely a conflict between
the ideal of competitive politics, on the one hand, and the calls for trans-
parency and accountability, on the other. The former invites secrecy and
deals behind the official curtains, which is contrary to the principle of a
more transparent and accountable political practice. Kenya offers an inter-
esting opportunity for studying this set of issues. Those who came to power
in 2002 were in the forefront of demanding transparency and accountabil-
ity while President Moi was in power. Now that they are in power, there is
evidence that these demands are not easily compatible with the dynamics of
personal rule.
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African rulers and their clients are all rational actors, but their rational-
ity is political rather than economic. Their action strives to embed rather
than disembed because no act is pursued without primary attention to the
demands that must be met to keep the system of personal rule going. These
rulers are not concerned with transaction costs – what they do is allowed to
cost as much as is necessary to remain in power – but rather with transgres-
sion costs. They watch carefully what the consequences of their own actions
are for their clients and followers. They are constrained, as we have noted,
not by formal rules, not even by availability of resources, but by the limits
of their personal authority and power.

Although the phenomenon of personal rule and the institution of clien-
telism are not unique to Africa, they are so prevalent that they are a dominant
feature of politics there. The question that Africans and the international
community have struggled with in recent years is whether it is possible to
rein in the powers of the Big Man and make him subject to the law of the land.
The remainder of this chapter will be devoted to an account and analysis of
these efforts to enhance constitutionalism in African politics.

reining in the big man

African countries have had their own constitutions ever since they became
independent but they have been important largely on paper, not in practice.
The independence constitutions that were negotiated in the colonial capitals
before power was handed over were nothing like the basic law that is the U.S.
constitution. These documents were the product of negotiations between a
departing colonial power, interested in doing so honorably, and the nation-
alist leaders, who were in a hurry to seize power.3 The latter were aware
that once their country had gained independence, whatever they agreed to
in the transition would be possible to change. The case of Kenya is quite
illustrative. Following no less than three constitutional gatherings at Lan-
caster House in London, the Kenyans agreed to accept a constitution that
would give significant powers to regional authorities, a concession to the
one part of the nationalist movement, the Kenya African Democratic Union
(KADU), that represented the smaller ethnic groups in the country. Within
the first year of independence, the majority in the nationalist movement,
made up of the Kenya African National Union (KANU), dominated by the
two largest ethnic groups, forced major changes in the constitution to estab-
lish a strong central government (Ndegwa 1997:606). This eventually led
to the co-optation of KADU into KANU and the establishment of a one-
party state, in which the majority for constitutional reform could easily be

3 The situation in Iraq in 2004 greatly resembled the situation at the time of independence in
African countries.
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mobilized. Hence constitutional amendments have been both easy and fre-
quent in Kenya.

The same story is true for most other African countries where constitu-
tions have been treated rather cavalierly. Incoming rulers, especially if they
have seized power by virtue of a coup d’état have often referred to the abuse
of the constitution by their predecessor, but rarely, if ever, have these new
rulers turned out to be different from those they ousted. African states have
lived with what Okoth Ogendo (1991) calls constitutions without constitu-
tionalism; that is, constitutions have been used just as any other instrument
to achieve narrow political ends. The basic laws of the land have not been
approached with the self-binding moral commitment that we associate with
political systems where constitutionalism prevails.

The period since independence may be divided into two phases as far as
the treatment of constitutions goes. The first, which lasted until the end of the
1980s, was characterized by opportunism; the second, which coincides with
the introduction of multiparty politics, has been characterized by realism. A
brief account of each helps explain why the rule of law is such a challenge
to institutionalize in African political systems.

The Period of Opportunism

In the period of opportunism, constitutions were treated as utilitarian docu-
ments that provided a fig leaf of legitimation for illegitimate governments, as
symbols of the political authenticity and uniqueness of particular regimes,
and – at best – as minimal frameworks of governance. Experiments with
democratic constitutions in Ghana (1969–72) and Nigeria (1979–82) did
not last long enough to provide alternatives. Instead, their quick demise only
confirmed the attitude political rulers in Africa had toward constitutions as
being without a special value.

Amendments were many and often approved without due regard to their
substantial implications. For example, when President Milton Obote of
Uganda amended the constitution in 1966, members of parliament were told
to approve it unseen and then await a copy in their respective mailboxes.
When Obote presented the country with a full new constitution the following
year, it was again approved without adequate opportunity for parliamentary
debate. The tendency in Uganda and elsewhere was to treat the constitution
as just another law. Amendments were frequent – on average in Kenya, for
example, one a year. In West Africa, LeVine (1994) reports that in the sixteen
countries making up the region, there were no fewer than fifty constitutions
produced between 1963 and 1989, an average of 3.12 per country. Ghana
and Nigeria had five each, Benin and Burkina Faso four each.

During this period of opportunism, the constitution was prized more as
a political instrument than as a statement of fundamental principles about
how to conduct politics. It was an instrument in the hands of single-party
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rulers – a revolutionary prophet, a civil or military oligarch, or in the worst of
scenarios, a tyrant – and it inevitably became a devalued document. In many
African countries, the years of opportunism left a constitutionally bleak and
chaotic landscape. With few exceptions, the promises of independence lay
unredeemed, overwhelmed by the legacy of rulers who devised their own
informal system of rule that omitted public accountability.

Much of this happened in front of the international community that,
at the time, had very little to say on this particular issue (except in the
most extreme cases, such as those where tyrants ruled). Because the inter-
national community tended to treat political issues separate from develop-
ment, its representatives refrained from asking hard questions about the
way these countries were ruled. The competitive atmosphere of the Cold
War tended to reinforce this orientation among the donors. The means
by which development was achieved mattered less than the fact that there
was a rhetorical commitment to the objectives of development, capitalist or
socialist.

The Period of Realism

This way of looking at things in the donor agencies has changed since 1990
and is one reason that a more realistic orientation has developed among
African rulers. This means that they no longer ignore constitutional issues,
but rather respond to them in ways that typically involve only as much
behavioral change as is minimally required. The leaders engage the issues
in new ways. In most countries, there is a public discourse that they can-
not completely ignore. Many countries have also set in motion significant
constitutional reviews in order to have a control of the process that it
triggers.

The francophone and anglophone countries have chosen different strate-
gies for dealing with constitutional reforms, each reflecting their respective
legal traditions, the former within the civil law and the latter within the com-
mon law system. The French-speaking countries adopted the national con-
ference as the principle vehicle for engaging rulers and ruled in a dialogue on
constitutional and legal principles. LeVine (1994) believes that it is a replica
of the French Third Estate, a popular assembly in 1789 that declared itself a
sovereign legislative body, and swore its famous Tennis Court Oath to be the
sole representative voice of the people.4 The parallels are especially striking
in the cases of Benin and Mali. The national conference in these two coun-
tries brought together representatives of the most important social forces,
proceeded to assert its own autonomy, and, after having chased incum-
bent military rulers from power, engaged in drafting a new constitution.

4 The Oath was a major event in the build-up of the French Revolution in 1789.
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Although these national conferences lacked their AbbéSieyès5 to realign and
manage the Third Estate throughout the process, the churches in both Benin
and Mali made their clergy available to preside over and guide the proceed-
ings. The new constitutions are largely reinventions of the French consti-
tution for the Fifth Republic and there is little that someone familiar with
the French system does not find (Mbaku and Ihonvbere 1998). It should be
added here that the national conferences that were held in other francophone
countries about the same time were not as successful as those in Benin and
Mali. For instance, in the Republic of Congo, the national conference fueled
ethnic conflict. Much the same happened in Chad. In Togo, the military
decided to hold delegates to the conference hostage for a long time (Clark
1997).

The trend in anglophone countries has been characterized by more cau-
tion. Governments in power have been quick to point out that they are
legitimately constituted bodies and that their parliaments are sovereign. This
argument has been used in several countries – for example, Kenya, Tanzania,
Zambia, and Zimbabwe – against groups in the emerging political opposi-
tion that have advocated sovereign constitutional conferences along the lines
of what the francophone countries have done. Constitutional amendments,
therefore, have remained the prerogative of parliaments in which incumbent
governments typically have a comfortable majority exceeding the two-thirds
necessary for such amendments. Uganda and Kenya, in addition to South
Africa, are the only countries in English-speaking Africa that have appointed
independent commissions involving politicians, lawyers, and lay people rep-
resenting civil society.6

The experiences of constitution making in Africa since the early 1990s
can be summarized in three main points. The first concerns the challenge of
finding a balance between constitutional principle and political practice. The
latter has been largely autocratic since independence and there is relatively
little in African society itself that can be used as a foundation to construct an
African model of democratic governance. There is an interesting difference
between francophone and anglophone countries. In the former, there has
been little effort to find solutions outside the mainstream French model.
Even such a relatively innovative country like Mali has essentially relied
on institutional innovations compatible with the overall French system of
government that the country inherited at independence. This applies even to

5 Abbé Sieyès was the principal organizer of the Third Estate and a principal catalyst of its
concerted action against the monarchy and the other estates – the clergy and the nobility.

6 Ethiopia and Eritrea are two other countries that chose the mechanism of independent com-
missions to prepare for constitutional reform. The extent to which these commissions enjoyed
autonomy varied. It was very high in South Africa, quite high in Uganda, but much less so
in Kenya, and especially in Ethiopia and Eritrea where the process was very much influenced
by the agenda of the incumbent regime (Hyden and Venter 2001).
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such interesting experiments as the Espace′d’Interpellation Démocratique, a
public forum for dialogue on human rights issues, that is quite unique in the
contemporary African context (Wing 2002).

As French authors confirm, the French constitutional model continues
to be predominant and it is no coincidence that the notion that they use
in their writing is Francafrique (Dozon 2003). The debate about democ-
ratization in those countries, therefore, has been more about putting into
practice a model that already exists in the minds of the key political actors
than searching for something different.7 Even though the debate in anglo-
phone countries has also been framed in terms that draw on the British
colonial legacy, there has been more openness in the search for new prin-
ciples. Constitutional reformers, therefore, have looked outside Africa for
inspiration and guidance. Members of reform commissions traveled to coun-
tries in Europe, North America, and Asia – notably India – in order to
learn more about models of governance that would be appropriate in a
democratizing setting. Moreover, in most countries, foreign advisors were
involved in the preparatory stages. In short, there has been much more
struggle over constitutional issues in these countries than the case has been
in the French-speaking countries. For instance, in Kenya there has been
a long debate about the extent to which the country should embrace a
model that involves some degree of federalism (as the independence con-
stitution did) or should remain a unitary state (Ndegwa 1997; Oyugi et al.
2003).

The result is that constitutional reform in francophone countries has typ-
ically been carried out within a short-term deadline while in the English-
speaking countries the reform process has often dragged on much longer
than expected. In Uganda, it lasted from 1988 until 1995. In Kenya, which
started in 2001, the process had overshot three deadlines and was still not
finished by the time this manuscript was completed. Wherever the process
has been dragging on, the temptation to include detail has grown.8 This
inclination to include so much detail indicates the interest and concern that
constitutional actors have in the reform process. It shows that they want a
constitution that reflects the political realities on the ground. On the other
hand, much of the constitution is not likely to last long, because it can be
challenged easily. This can become a serious problem, especially if these
constitutional rules are not justiciable, that is, possible for an independent
court to resolve. In such situations, the issue has to be resolved politically,

7 At least one author is suggesting that France needs to demonstrate its relevance to its former
colonies in Africa as a way of also proving that it is a world power (Chafer 2002).

8 The 1995 Uganda constitution is a document containing 287 paragraphs and is 196 pages
long. The Kenyan proposal for a new constitution is also running into a multitude of detailed
paragraphs.
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which often invites allegations of opportunism and self-interest and thus
undermines the legitimacy of the basic law of the land (Oloka-Onyango
2001).

The second point is that constitution making in francophone countries
relied almost exclusively on a representative group of elites, while in anglo-
phone countries there has been an effort to also include the public. The lat-
ter, therefore, has been a more participatory process with a view to seeking
inputs from as many sources as possible. This effort was especially exten-
sive in South Africa, but was considerable also in countries like Uganda.9

Nonetheless, making the reform process participatory was not always easy.
People sometimes questioned the extent to which the offer to participate
was genuine or just a show. This became an issue in places like Ethiopia
and Eritrea where the leaders who had just seized power tried to control
the process as much as they could.10 It is clear that wherever the con-
stitutional reform process was advertised as participatory, public expecta-
tions rose and any indication of central direction, therefore, would easily
backfire.

The experience of consulting the public on constitutional matters, how-
ever, should not be written off as bogus. Both South Africa and Uganda
certainly provide evidence that it helped raise popular appreciation of gover-
nance issues in ways that contribute to any effort at promoting more demo-
cratic forms of governance. There is a deeper political consciousness that
political leaders have to take into account. Much of the public criticism of
President Museveni in Uganda can at least in part be attributed to the effects
of the civic education campaign that accompanied the reform process in the
first half of the 1990s. There is some evidence, therefore, that the notion of
popular sovereignty is beginning to mean something to people. Although it
may still be a long shot in most African countries, the best that can be said
about the constitutional reform process is that the role of the people in legit-
imizing democracy is not merely fictional. As Chambers (2004) argues in a
review of recent constitution making, it is not merely a matter of entrenching
the right principles; it is also about including the citizens in the process in
the right way.

9 Waliggo (2001:51–52) reports that the Constitutional Commission secretariat received no less
than 9,521 written memoranda from the country’s 40,000 villages; almost half of Uganda’s
parishes – the administrative units above villages – submitted their opinion, as did 564 out of
the country’s 890 subcounties, and 36 of its 39 districts. Together with individual submissions
from citizens, the secretariat received no less than 25,547 documents to consider.

10 Wodajo (2001:139) reports that the inclination in Ethiopia among some participants to
consider their own voices to be more important than that of others backfired. People were
informed by members of the commission what they had in mind as the principles for the new
constitution. Those who listened, therefore, felt that their input would make no difference.
The legitimacy of the process suffered as a consequence.
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The third point is that reform activists have not always found it easy to
retain their personal credibility. The question people ask is whether they have
begun to call for reforms because they have been denied access to power or
they have a genuine interest in a new system of democratic governance. In
countries where the Big Man syndrome prevails, there is a natural tendency to
treat politicians with suspicion. Establishing a reputation as genuine reformer
is not easy in such contexts. The way many political leaders have acted
in relation to proposed reforms has done little to remove that suspicion.
Although there are many individuals who have engaged in this process with
a high degree of personal integrity and been able to sustain it, there are
also a large number of individuals who have jumped on the reform wagon
for more opportunistic reasons. For instance, when it became clear that
President Moi’s regime in Kenya was a sinking ship, many of those who had
worked closely with him in previous years crossed over to the opposition
criticizing the very government of which they had been part. By virtue of their
position as powerful patrons, they still had enough support to get away with
such chameleontic behavior, but it added little to their credibility as political
reformers. The problem in African countries is that political leaders are ready
to resort to calls for constitutional reform to deal with shortcomings that
they can identify in the practices of other leaders, but they are far less ready
to treat rules as applying to them once they are in power. The notion that
constitutional norms and principles are binding on political leaders is still
very much in doubt.

This is evident, for instance, in their attitude toward term limits. Many
African countries, as part of the new constitutional landscape, have adopted
a rule similar to the Twentieth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution,
which limits presidents to two terms. Many incumbent presidents have
been reluctant to treat it as binding on them. Discussions about a third
term took place in Kenya before Moi decided to leave, in Malawi as
President Muluzi’s second term was coming to an end, and in Zambia
where President Chiluba’s attempt to win a constitutional amendment on
the issue was defeated by the country’s parliament. President Nujoma of
Namibia, by virtue of a two-thirds control of parliament was able to extend
his rule for a third term, changing the very constitution that he promised to
honor only a few years ago. It may be seen as positive that these efforts to
amend the constitution to allow for a third term have generally failed, but,
as the case of Nujoma illustrates, this should not necessarily be interpreted as
sign of a deeper commitment to constitutionalism. Much of it has to do with
political rivals wanting to come to power and seeing their ambition as being
blocked for an indefinite period without the term limit clause in the consti-
tution. The constitutional review process in Kenya has been bogged down
by precisely this kind of behavior by leading members of the government.

Another indication that African heads of state are uncomfortable with
any attempt to rein in their powers is their unwillingness to criticize each
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other. It was a cardinal principle in the 1963 Charter of the Organization of
African Unity, the reason being that criticism by fellow heads of state could
set in motion rebellions that the weak states of which they were heads could
not handle (Herbst 2000). This principle was almost always upheld during
its close to forty years of existence. Only when someone engaged in an act
of unprovoked violence against another country, such as Idi Amin’s attack
on Tanzania in 1978, did heads of state break ranks. Otherwise, human
rights violations and other breaches of rule of law, notably misappropria-
tion of public funds, in a particular African country was really never the
subject of criticism by heads of state of other countries. These were issues
that sovereign governments had the right to treat the way they wanted.
Again, only in extreme cases was there disagreement on this subject. One
such instance was the Biafra War in Nigeria 1967–70. Nigerians treated it
as a civil war and therefore a domestic matter. Because of the large number
of people who were starving to death in Biafra (former eastern region of
Nigeria), the international community was divided on the issue. The United
States and many European countries were ready to recognize Biafra as a
sovereign country. Some prominent African leaders, like Nyerere of Tanza-
nia and Houphouet-Boigny of the Ivory Coast, took a similar position. They
received open criticism from their fellow heads of state, however, for not
treating the issue as a purely Nigerian affair.

When the African Union replaced the OAU in 2002 as the main regional
organization of African states, member countries committed themselves
to the idea of promoting better governance. The principal mechanism for
achieving this was identified as a peer review process, whereby governments
would be allowed to criticize each other in ways that would be construc-
tive and open. In principle, this marked a major difference from the rules
that prevailed in the OAU. Trying to put this new approach into practice,
however, has not been easy.

At a summit in Kigali, Rwanda, in February 2004, agreement was reached
along these lines, which indicates that the mechanism will not be so intim-
idating for heads of state as the original idea of an open peer review sug-
gested (Anonymous 2004a). The review will be led by an outside panel of
experts whose responsibility it is to help countries conduct some form of self-
assessment of their governance weaknesses, such as corruption and human
rights violations. Each study will last up to nine months. Any such assessment
is voluntary and the report is not necessarily going to be a public document.
The head of state is not bound by its findings or recommendations. He only
needs to consider them.

Given that the terms have become easier for incumbent heads of state
to accept, some have agreed to have their country’s governance subject to
review. Thus, at the summit in Kigali, Ghana, Kenya, Mauritius, and Rwanda
agreed to go first and thirteen others indicated that they are ready to accept
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a review in the future. The success and credibility of the proposed pro-
cess will depend on how reviewers handle sensitive issues. Judging from
what has happened with audits in previous years, for example, reports by
the Ombudsman institution that was imported into some African countries
after independence, and the Auditor-General, one cannot be too optimistic
that the new mechanism will transform governance. Issues such as reducing
corruption in Kenya or making elections in Rwanda more democratic are
legitimate topics for these reviews, but it is not clear that the outside review
panels will be able to nudge the host governments in the right direction. It
is reasonable to assume that if these reports are not published, the public
will conclude that the government has something to hide. If it is published,
it will also invite criticism of the government. None of these scenarios, how-
ever, is likely to pave the way for genuine reform, because it will politicize
the issues to a point where reform will be blocked rather than facilitated.
Donor governments and international finance institutions may be able to
exercise some leverage by insisting on conditionalities, but again, judging
from experience, there is little evidence to suggest that these external actors
are effective. Zimbabwe under President Mugabe is the most obvious case
in point but it is generally true that African governments have always found
ways of wiggling themselves out of such binds.

conclusions

Almost all African countries have gone through some constitutional reform
exercise in the past fifteen years. Certain changes in political practice have
taken place, notably in the way political representatives and leaders are
selected. Competitive elections are now standard, even if practices still fall
short of being perfect. There is also evidence that the judiciary in many
countries has become more independent and assertive. These are important
incremental steps that should not be overlooked at this stage. Yet, the prob-
lem is that the uncertainty that continues to characterize African politics is
not one stemming from a veil of ignorance but from arbitrary and sometimes
impulsive personal rule.

Democracy, as Przeworski (1991) has argued, implies the institutionaliza-
tion of uncertainty. This involves first and foremost the readiness of political
actors to accept that no one stands above the law, that every one must
engage in some form of self-binding behavior (Elster 1997). Such behavior
only comes about in situations where the actor is able to step out of his
own shoes and place himself in those of someone else. In such situations, the
individual is able to see the logic of abstract rules that regulate social inter-
action. He realizes that personal legitimacy comes from subjecting oneself
to such rules. He also sees that the costs of not doing so exceed the benefits.
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Where such rule-oriented behavior exists, we speak of the presence of rule of
law.

Africa is still struggling to move in that direction. The most serious obsta-
cle is the prevalence of primary forms of reciprocities. They preclude the
opportunity for empathy. The Big Man is always on one side, the client or
the rival on the other. Because they deal with a premodern social reality, their
interests are tied to a social space that has not yet been distanciated from the
local place or socially differentiated to produce significant economic interest
groups. African rulers continue to see their interests as tied to local commu-
nities rather than to systems of abstract rule. They act at the level of state as
they do in their community. They rely on investments in personal reciproc-
ities that are self-enforcing and hence not a matter for a court or any other
third party to judge. They act in ways that go contrary to the principles of
transparency and accountability.

Africans fed up with personal rule and members of the international com-
munity have assumed that improved governance is possible through a com-
bination of rewards and punishments aimed at changing the behavior of
the political elite. The idea of getting politics right through a restructuring
of the incentive structure has been pursued through a variety of new gov-
ernance measures. The experience of the past fifteen years indicates that
putting an end to Big Man rule is quite complicated. Political actors in
Africa do not respond to the incentive structures provided by economic
and governance reform efforts, because their rationality – and thus strategic
action – is embedded in personalistic relations of reciprocity. Because the
political sphere is not independent of society, it can only be fully under-
stood in the context of prevailing premodern social structures. As long
as they continue to be dominant, certainty is going to be sought in per-
sonal and direct reciprocities even if the costs will be high and a heavy
burden for both private and public finance. The idea that who you are
matters more than what you are is a product of social structures that are
not changed merely by governance measures being brought in from the
outside.

The continued presence of Big Man rule also means that governments will
be more interested in accumulating resources for patronage than in designing
good policy. New projects will continue to be preferred over concerns with
maintaining existing ones. The latter carries none of the glitter or benefit that
goes with new money or “pork” to the constituents. In fact, the importance
of serving one’s constituency has grown in recent years as politicians learn
from the experience of competitive elections. This means that the cost of
being elected keeps going up. In relative terms, it exceeds what it costs to be
elected to the House of Representatives in the United States. Having no party
to back them financially, opposition candidates are typically forced to rely on
their own resources or whatever they can raise from friends and supporters.
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Their chance of competing with incumbents is not very good, because the
latter can usually fall back upon support from government or other public
sources. Being involved with individuals who control key resources remains
the main purpose of political life. It is as much embraced by those in politics
as by those who aspire to be part of it. Being part of the political opposition
is a losing strategy.
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The Policy Deficit

When Americans and Europeans think of policy, they usually associate it
with a measure to solve a particular problem within the limits of what public
resources permit. Making policy involves a careful calculation of how means
relate to desired ends. It is about such principles as feasibility, sustainability,
and efficiency – all in one. Policy analysis, as conventional textbooks confirm,
is the application of economic principles to the political process. But, as the
African experience suggests, policy making does not have to be based on
an economic rationale. As the previous five chapters have shown, where
politics is supreme and power not effectively reined in, policy making is
more typically made on purely political grounds. Policy objectives become
ends in themselves as the calculation of costs to achieve them are ignored.

There are three factors in the international environment that help explain
why policy making in Africa has tended to be void of economic thinking.
One is that African countries originally saw themselves as being caught in the
process of catching up with the developed societies. In such circumstances,
thinking economically meant going slower than was deemed desirable. The
second reason is that African governments have often viewed the rest of
the world, and especially the former colonial powers, as having a moral
responsibility to pay for African development because of all the suffering
that colonialism caused. The third reason is that development assistance
provided by donor agencies, Western as well as non-Western, for example,
China, has tended to make policy makers less cost-conscious. The attitude of
most African governments has been to appeal to donors to provide funding
for specific projects and programs. In this process, the notion that there are
real budgetary limits to what the government can do has waned.

It is important to point out that most African governments don’t lack
professional competence to make cost-benefit or feasibility types of analysis.
In fact, such analysis is often prepared alone by local professionals these
days, and only sometimes with input from expatriate expertise. Rather, the
problem is that those at cabinet level making the final decisions tend to

116
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ignore the policy analysis that was done. Thus, what passes as policy in
most African countries is being pursued with little thought given to costs,
depreciation of assets, and maintenance. For instance, roads are being built,
but allowed to deteriorate to a point beyond repair. New ones have to be
built instead. Despite pressures from outside funding institutions, this is a
pattern that repeats itself in Africa to this day.

If Nkrumah set the tone for how politics should be used to penetrate all
other sectors of society in the postindependence period, it was Julius Nyerere
of Tanzania who became the leading architect of development policy changes
in this period. In the 1960s, it was Asia, not Africa, that was generally per-
ceived as the most vulnerable continent in the world. Population pressures on
the land, hunger, and poverty, as well as the soft state, were identified with
the former region, as the seminal work by Myrdal (1968), Asian Drama,
among many volumes, confirms. In Africa, by contrast, optimism reigned
among nationalists as well as expatriate development advisors. By being
freed from the shackles of colonialism, African countries could finally chart
their own path to human progress while benefiting from the resources, both
technical and financial, provided by friendly donors. Nyerere’s success lay
in his ability to ride the wave of optimism and confidence that the rest of
the world had in African leadership while he simultaneously created a home-
spun development ideology – ujamaa. It emphasized two principles that were
broadly embraced by the international development community in the first
two decades of independence: self-reliance and equality. Nyerere became an
influential voice among developing nations, both in and outside of Africa. It
can be argued that no other African, including Nelson Mandela, has matched
Nyerere’s influence on the global development scene. He was highly influen-
tial in shaping the debate about a new international economic order through
the Brandt Commission in the 1970s and the realignment of north-south
relations in the South Commission in the 1980s, which he chaired.

Nyerere’s international stature allowed him not only influence over the
development agenda, but also how it should be carried out. He was of the
opinion that African countries could avoid committing the mistakes made
in developed countries. Above all, he saw no need for these countries to go
through the painful processes of social change associated with the spread
of capitalism. His firm belief was that an African form of socialism could
be an adequate basis for the emergence of modern forms of socialism as
identified in classical texts by either Utopians like Saint Simon or Marxists.1

His conviction came from a strong sense that political independence provided
the Africans with an opportunity to radically redefine their own conditions

1 There were, of course, those who criticized Nyerere for his view that there was something
called African socialism. They included scholars but also some intellectuals who had shared
the struggle for independence with Nyerere. See, for example, Babu, African Socialism or
Socialist Africa? (1981).
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and make human progress. There was no time to lose; hence his notion that
we must run while others walk.2

I have suggested elsewhere (Hyden 1975; 1979) that this metaphor also
captures the essence of one prominent form of policy making in African
countries after independence, especially among regimes that adopted a van-
guard model of politics. The idea that we-must-run contradicts the prevailing
principles of policy analysis and was certainly a challenge to the prevailing
notions of planning for development that existed in the 1960s and 1970s. In
Nyerere’s mind, it was political mobilization rather than economic calcula-
tion that produced policy success.

This chapter will take as its starting point the development planning con-
text of the first two decades after independence and place Nyerere’s approach
in a comparative perspective. In addition to presenting its main features, this
chapter will discuss the implications of the strategy and why eventually it
was difficult to sustain. It will proceed with a discussion of how the inter-
national community in recent times has tried to direct policy making into
better economic strategies. It will conclude by placing the issues associated
with improving policy making in African countries in a broader conceptual
and theoretical perspective.

planning, self-help, and development

One of the defining issues of postindependence politics in African countries
was who should be allowed to control the resources needed for national
development. One aspect concerned indigenous versus foreign ownership.
Another was the question of how far local actors in the villages and towns
across the continent, as opposed to government, would have a say in the
process. The choices that policy analysts and policy makers faced in the
early days of independence came down to whether (a) national development
required central planning and control, (b) it was best pursued through local
self-help efforts by the people themselves, or (c) some combination of both
was feasible.

Development analysts in the 1960s and 1970s were strongly in favor
of some form of comprehensive national planning. They argued that
development problems can be effectively tackled only by paying system-
atic attention to the temporal and spatial dimensions of getting things done.

2 Nyerere coined several metaphors to describe the policy challenges facing his country; one was
while some are reaching for the moon, we must reach the village. See the volumes containing
his speeches from the 1960s and early 1970s: Julius K. Nyerere, Freedom and Socialism,
1968, and Freedom and Development, 1973. It is noteworthy that the only real biography
that has been written on Julius Nyerere uses as its title the words: we must run while other
walk (see Smith 1971).
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In the abundant literature on planning and policy making at the time, the
extensive volume by Tinbergen (1964) stands out as among the most influ-
ential. His analysis of what goes into preparing a national development plan
starts from the premise that there is a sovereign political body that specifies
the social and economic objectives of development. In the African context,
the state, now controlled by a nationalist movement, was typically regarded
as the body that would set these goals. Subordinated to this political entity
would be a group of planners with responsibility to formulate the actual
plan, a process that Tinbergen divided into seven distinct phases: (1) a gen-
eral overview of the national economy, (2) a tentative choice of the optimum
growth rate, including expected rate of savings, (3) an estimation of the
expansion of demand derived from the expected rate of growth, (4) a survey
of manpower and, thus, educational requirements, (5) revisions of the first
four steps in view of incoming data, (6) specification of tasks for the public
as well as private sector, and (7) the means to get everything done – public
investments, taxes, subsidies, foreign aid, and so forth.

This type of planning has been referred to as synoptic problem solving
because it presupposes good enough information for analysts to be able to
find optimal solutions to specific problems through various modeling exer-
cises. The majority of development economists who were hired to formulate
national plans in Africa during the 1960s came from Western countries –
ironically, only a sprinkling came from socialist countries that had extensive
experience with this kind of planning. An influential publication on develop-
ment planning in East Africa by an American economist bore all the features
of this synoptic approach to policy making (Clark 1965).

Because development planning was treated as an exclusively economic
exercise, it remained largely aloof from day-to-day political considerations.
In fact, one of the early criticisms of the process was its inability to accom-
modate itself to prevailing circumstances in developing countries, especially
the tendency to consider politics supreme. Nor did it consider the fact that
reliable information on the economy was available only for some activities,
but not others. These and other related criticisms were made quite convinc-
ingly in a World Bank–sponsored review by Waterston (1965). Even though
some efforts were subsequently made to incorporate assumptions about the
political process into the planning exercise, economists failed to come up
with assumptions that really and truly reflected the way policies are made in
African countries (Killick 1974).

The lack of fit between politics and planning was not the only challenge
to development analysts and policy makers in Africa after independence.
Equally difficult was the question of what to do with the mushrooming self-
help movements. Self-help was not a new concept in African circles. It has
its roots in community life. Ever since they began their proselytizing and
development work on the continent, mission societies had taken advantage
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of African communal self-help as a means for constructing schools and health
care dispensaries, as well as for creating famine strategies. The colonial
administration, albeit on a more limited scale, had also promoted self-help
as a low-cost approach to social and economic development. Finally, during
the process of decolonization, nationalist movements had used the concept
to mobilize support for alternative approaches to development.

During the 1960s, self-help activities throughout the continent increased
substantially. Kenya’s harambee movement is a particularly notable case of
self-help promotion after independence. From a national development per-
spective, one would have expected general agreement that self-help was an
important complementary activity. Such was not the case, however, as both
politicians and planners raised questions about its implications for politics
and policy making. Planners objected because self-help activities were diffi-
cult to assess in terms of contributions to the national economy. Many were
not formalized and official figures providing budgetary estimates of inputs
and outputs were typically absent. Even more seriously, self-help activities
were often started as a means to ensure the prospect of matching funds from
government sources. Such requests were not planned for and approval by
political leaders of such matching support subverted budget assumptions
made by the economists. This became a particularly serious issue in coun-
tries like Kenya with large numbers of community-based projects. Holmquist
(1970) has referred to this as a preemptive development strategy because
communities try to preempt the field of competitors by demonstrating to
political leaders and officials that they are more deserving of support than
other communities. In Kenya, politics and planning grew increasingly apart
in the late 1960s; this discomfort in both planning and political circles with
spontaneous forms of development activities continued into the next decade.

The tensions between macro- and microlevel concerns for development
took a particular turn in Tanzania as a result of the early conscientious effort
made to combine a local self-help strategy and national development pol-
icy. Already in 1962, the new government decided to create formal channels
through which local schemes initiated by village development committees
would be included in the broader development planning exercise. From a
national point of view, agriculture was treated as the basis for development,
a prerequisite for financing industrialization. More specifically, development
of the rural sector was expected along two lines: (a) continued incremen-
tal improvement of existing small-scale agricultural plots, and (b) transfor-
mation of the agricultural sector through establishment of highly capital-
ized settlements in which farmers would have titles to their own land and
work closely, hand in hand, with agricultural extension specialists. This two-
pronged approach, relying on simultaneous improvement and transforma-
tion, had been defined in a World Bank report to the colonial government; it
was inherited and adopted by the new government (International Bank for
Reconstruction and Development 1961).
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In spite of the deliberate efforts to bring microlevel development con-
cerns into the planning process, practice fell far short of promise. There
were at least four principal criticisms directed at the process. First, there
was a skewed allocation of resources in favor of those select farmers that
agreed to move to new settlements. At the same time, these settlers consti-
tuted a very small percentage of the rural population. Second, benefits to the
national economy from investments in the new settlements did not match the
costs incurred especially through the importation of expensive mechanical
equipment. Third, progress in the rural areas was still much slower than the
new government had expected. In spite of being organized into successful
marketing cooperative societies, farmers, on their own, were unable to make
the headway that Nyerere and his government ministers had hoped. Fourth,
as Bienen (1967) and Leys (1969) have pointed out, the planning process
may have been integrated as far as macro–micro relations are concerned,
but it still existed apart from the real political process. Neither the formu-
lation of goals nor the choice of means for implementation of policies was
grounded in the political process.

These failures are the reasons that, in the latter part of the 1960s, Nyerere
decided to chart his own path to development; he broke with the conven-
tional planning model that his country had relied on since independence and
that was being promoted elsewhere on the continent. Because of sharing a
similar sense of frustration with development planning, many African lead-
ers found Nyerere’s notion that we must run emancipating. They saw it as
an incentive to do something different. The next section will provide further
information about the new strategy, focusing on what its main features and
implications are.

the we-must-run strategy

There are at least a couple of good reasons why this strategy made sense
to Nyerere and many Tanzanians supported him in his effort to develop the
country. As a poor country and latecomer to the community of sovereign
states, Tanzania had a lot of catching up to do. A predominantly rural coun-
try, made up of relatively independent smallholder peasant farms, Tanzania’s
database for more systematic economic planning was largely absent. It made
sense, therefore, to emphasize the political rather than the economic aspects
of development. With his ujamaa ideology, Nyerere provided a new sense of
direction that could be easily comprehended by fellow Tanzanians because
it was cast in cultural idioms familiar to them. Although he stressed the
urgency of collective action, Nyerere also accepted that the race would be
a long-distance one, full of hurdles that had to be overcome before it was
over. Using this language, he was anxious to hold back expectations so that
they did not run too high while, at the same time, he enforced the need for
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discipline and restraint. Much of what he tried to get others to accept was a
reflection of his own puritan lifestyle.

Even if Nyerere was a master pedagogue and highly persuasive to com-
patriot Tanzanians in his political rhetoric, he also realized that people were
not going to change their lifestyles merely because of his words. The task of
making people ready to accept a sacrifice in the interest of national devel-
opment also required a strong political organization that could oversee and
implement the new ideology. In Nyerere’s original version of the strategy, the
leadership of the nationalist movement played the role of a coach standing
on the sidelines to ensure that the runners would not lose their stamina.3 Its
role was to constantly reaffirm that the race is worth pursuing.

Main Features

The we-must-run strategy has at least four features that are worth dis-
cussing here. The first is the strong urge to do everything and do it at
once. There is no attempt to think sequentially nor to introduce feasi-
bility considerations. Instead, policy making is focused on maximizing as
many social values as possible through mobilization of human resources. In
Tanzania – and in other socialist African countries where a similar strategy
was adopted – this approach manifested itself in frontal attacks on develop-
ment problems that were perceived by the political leadership as standing in
the way of the country’s development. For instance, in Tanzania the villag-
ization campaign that began in 1973 is one such example. Kilimo cha kufa
na kupona – a campaign effort to raise agricultural production in the early
1970s as a matter of life and death (kufa na kupona) – is yet another such
case. Because the social values that were pursued were never really disag-
gregated and operationalized in advance, the aspiration to maximize implies
the assumption that not everything will necessarily be achieved at once. Even
a suboptimal outcome, however, is acceptable given the many hurdles that
each campaign faces. In this respect, the approach is similar to that of a
fisherman who throws his net into the water knowing that as he pulls it in,
some of the fish may escape.

A second feature of Nyerere’s strategy is that policy makers act with-
out first obtaining any detailed sense of the possible consequences of their
decisions. They start running and take the consequences as they come. The

3 It is worth reminding the reader that the nationalist movement in Tanzania – the Tanganyika
African National Union (TANU) – was totally unopposed in the preindependence elections
in 1960. Although the country is made up of some 120 ethnic groups, they all united behind
TANU. Following a military mutiny in 1964 and some unexpected political turbulence in
its wake, Nyerere and other leaders in the party decided to turn the political system into a
constitutional one-party state in 1965. The ujamaa ideology was launched with the Arusha
Declaration in 1967, so named after the town in which it was adopted by the party’s national
conference.
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strategy resembles what Hirschman (1965) with reference to Latin American
countries called the motivation-outruns-understanding style of policy mak-
ing. An attempt at fully understanding what can or cannot be achieved with
a particular policy intervention is not sought as a precondition for action.
Instead, the political decision is made first, typically under dramatized cir-
cumstances, to produce a sense of urgency. In this approach, ends are used
to justify means; the ultimate goal is deemed so important that the costs of
attaining it become a secondary matter. Two political resolutions adopted in
the early 1970s may serve as illustrations. The Mwongozo (Leadership Dec-
laration) was adopted by the ruling party in order to preempt exploitation
of workers by private and public corporations on the ground that human
dignity is more important than business efficiency. The Musoma Resolution
was similarly adopted to bring forward the date for universal primary educa-
tion in the country from 1989 to 1977. In these cases, as in others, one social
value was pursued at the expense of other potentially competing values. The
task of trying to sort out any problems arising from this approach was left
with the implementers.

A third feature of the strategy is the unwillingness of policy makers to use
the past as a source of guidance for the future. Being associated primarily
with colonial rule from which the leadership was seeking a break, the past
was in the minds of the leaders largely irrelevant. Dror (1969) identified this
way of approaching problems as a prominent feature of policy making in
many ex-colonial countries. Policy makers, therefore, are rarely trotting on
familiar grounds but rather making frequent moves into the unknown, the
assumption being that the right policies are not necessarily chosen from the
realm of what is presently known or economically feasible. The solution to a
problem is not always found where there is light; it may well be hidden in the
dark. The task of those making policy, therefore, becomes, in Hirschman’s
language, one of zeroing in on a new policy that would have been ruled out
if considered in terms of conventional criteria of efficiency or feasibility. In
Tanzania, one case in point is what happened to the cooperative movement
in 1976. After years of failing to reduce corruption in the movement, the
ruling party decided to cancel all member organizations and restructure rural
cooperation by designating ujamaa villages as the new primary units. The
community model was chosen over the collectivity one.

The fourth feature of the we-must-run strategy is that those responsi-
ble for implementing policy constantly have to work in a context where the
expectations of their political masters exceed what is possible to accomplish.
Civil servants in government ministries, for instance, are forced to constantly
stretch themselves to the utmost, leaving them with a sense of anxiety, even
insecurity, because they are never certain that their job has been done. This
approach flies in the face of conventional organization theory that empha-
sizes the notion of equilibrium between contribution and reward (for exam-
ple, Blau 1965). It is more in line with the argument of Frank (1964) that
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over-defined roles, where role expectations exceed what role incumbents can
accomplish, often produce better results than where they are too narrowly
defined. Nyerere was of the opinion that in order to get Tanzania going,
every official had to lift himself (or herself) by the bootstraps, so to speak.

Implications

The notion of we-must-run was adopted by African leaders who found that
political mobilization rather than economic calculation made more sense in
tackling development problems in the still undeveloped or underdeveloped
circumstances of their countries. Its widespread use, especially pronounced
among the many governments that adopted a socialist approach to develop-
ment, created an increasingly serious gap in the 1970s between African policy
makers, on the one hand, and Western or African advisors trained in conven-
tional policy analysis, on the other. In order to appreciate more fully what
happened in those days, it is worth focusing on four specific implications.

Conventional policy analysis focuses on overcoming constraints. African
leaders, on the other hand, emphasized the importance of seizing the oppor-
tunity while it exists. This made a lot of sense in the years after independence.
To most Africans, colonial rule had meant being prevented from doing what
they wanted. Political independence brought them the opportunity to pursue
preferences that they had been denied earlier. Especially the leaders of the
new nation-states in Africa wanted to show that they were not being intimi-
dated by uncomfortable or incomplete information. In fact, civil servants
and advisors that insisted on more comprehensive information were typi-
cally brushed aside as having a colonial or capitalist mind. Political leaders
were breathing optimism and their spirited commitment to making a dif-
ference spread to friends and supporters in the international community,
especially if they echoed values that the latter could identify with. For exam-
ple, many donors, especially from friendly European countries, were ready
to give the African governments the benefit of doubt. They bought into the
notion that politics is supreme at any cost.

Chambers (1969) provides an interesting illustration of how opportunity
rather than constraint determines what policy is pursued. His case study –
the Mwea Irrigation Scheme in Kenya – was developed in response to the
opportunity that decolonization created to provide land to people who had
earlier lost it to white settlers in the Kenyan highlands. He shows that the
scheme was started under almost unbelievable ignorance about its physical,
technical, and economic aspects, but it became a success story thanks to
bold initiatives by policy makers and an imaginative and effective follow-
up. As Chege (1972) noted about this and other cases of rural development
initiatives, inadequate preplanning is not necessarily the paramount cause
of faulty implementation that it is usually made out to be. There are ways
of sorting out unresolved issues once the work of getting something done
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has already started. Seizing a political opportunity at the right time is often
more important in countries where information is inadequate than trying to
assess technical and economic feasibility first.

The problem that so many African governments eventually ran into came
from another source: their unwillingness to learn the lessons as they went
along. Hirschman (1965) stressed that wherever motivation is allowed to
outrun understanding, it must be accompanied by a readiness to accumulate
knowledge and make continuous assessments as implementation progresses.
In short, incomplete knowledge may be all right upstream, that is, at the
point of policy formulation but becomes a serious liability if not corrected in
the implementation or downstream stage. Van Rensburg (1974) confirms this
observation in a study of development projects in Botswana. Government
officials did not give themselves the time to assess results of these projects.
Instead of learning the relevant lessons, these officials rejected them as crit-
icism. Thus, in Botswana as in many other countries, governments often
failed because officials did not realize that even if a policy or a project was
started to seize a political opportunity, it required attention to technical and
economic aspects once it was being implemented.

A second implication of the dominant policy making strategy in Africa
after independence follows from its emphasis on rhetoric rather than anal-
ysis. The two always go together but there is a big difference between
conventional policy making in which analysis plays a crucial part, on the
one hand, and the we-must-run strategy where rhetoric dominates, on
the other. The first generation of African nationalists flourished by seizing
the moral high ground. For them, the ultimate objective – that of elimi-
nating imperialism and colonialism – was beyond question. They all were
strong believers in the idea of progress. As Coleman (1960:285) noted in his
account of the first generation of nationalists, they treated progress as linear
and inevitable, reflected in such slogans as “Forward Ever, Backward Never.”
They demanded men and women to commit themselves to this vision with
discipline, dedication, and selflessness. By asserting “truths” that they present
as inescapable and by defying the need for argumentation and dialogue, they
also preempted the need for corroborating evidence. These leaders eschewed
the canons of an instrumental type of rationality and instead adhered to
what Weber calls an expressive or value type of rationality (Weber 1978). In
short, African leaders preferred to assess rationality in relation to intrinsic
values – ends in themselves – rather than calculation of how ends relate to
means. Much of what they wanted to do was justified, but they eventually
ran into serious problems with their assertive rhetoric by stifling any debate
about critical development issues. In justifying their positions, they typically
invoked the imminence of a crisis or an external threat so that the need to
ask any questions was essentially preempted.

A third implication is the tendency to rely on power rather than on plan-
ning to get things done. Again, it is obvious that both power and planning



P1: FBQ
0521856167c06 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:44

126 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

are important for successful policy implementation. Western textbooks tend
to assume that the two can be blended in ways that lead to positive-sum out-
comes. The we-must-run strategy, by contrast, treats the two as opposites.
For Westerners, planning typically has a positive connotation whereas power
has a negative one. In African societies, things tend to be different: The con-
scious manipulation of social relations involving a high turnover of goods
and services for a net gain in political support was, and still largely remains,
the ideal of these societies (Uchendu 1969). Political success is counted in
terms of the number of followers. Adapting this ideal to the new nation-state
meant the need for a strong political authority to enforce and legitimize deci-
sions in the minds of as many people as possible. During the first few years
after independence this task was facilitated by the general sense of eupho-
ria associated with being politically independent. The honeymoon, however,
gradually waned and was eventually lost, forcing African governments to
rely on naked power to remain in charge. In many instances, this process
resulted in excesses, because unlike societies in which humans have become
slaves of their own technical creations, in Africa, as indicated in previous
chapters, there are few domestic structures or institutions to restrain leaders
from using their power in a personally discretionary manner. Thus, the rela-
tive role of power and planning is shaped by a human’s relation to the forces
of production and, more specifically, to their ability to tame these forces for
purposes of preempting uncertainties in their physical and social environ-
ments. The more developed a society is, the more it will rely on planning
and coordination; the less developed it is, the more it will rely on hierarchy
and power.

The fourth implication concerns the preference in African governments to
rely on social transformation rather than on administrative routinization, on
movement rather than on state. Many African nationalists became inspired
by the Chinese political experience in the 1960s. They tended to close their
eyes to the downside of the Cultural Revolution and other excessive interven-
tions to limit the influence of the party and government bureaucracy. Instead,
they latched on to the notion that they could imitate the “Great Leap For-
ward” that Mao Zedong suggested China was in the process of making. The
Chinese influence was especially prominent in Tanzania. Although Green
(1974) cautioned against too much optimism that Tanzania could replicate
the progress attempted in China because of the differences in historical expe-
rience, government organization, and social discipline, others, like Hyden
(1968), Kunz (1973), and Tschannerl (1973), found a close ideological affin-
ity between the ideas of Mao and Mwalimu (Teacher) Nyerere.

The preference for a social transformation approach caused special prob-
lems for the agencies responsible for implementing policy. The emerging liter-
ature on development administration had advocated the need for a new style
of administration that emphasized innovation and adaptation rather than
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rule orientation and routinization. Administrative reforms were attempted
in many countries, but they tended to have bureaucratizing rather than debu-
reaucratizing effects. Schaffer (1969) pointed to the difficulties of reducing
the negative influence of bureaucracy on efforts to accelerate development.
Both Moris (1973) and Collins (1974) confirmed this observation with ref-
erence to Tanzania; Rweyemamu (1974) concluded that public managers
and administrators in that country preferred to dodge rather than solve the
problems people face.

The Demise

The idea that African countries must run while others walk peaked in the
1970s, but by the end of that decade costs seemed to exceed its benefits in
terms of outcomes. Although many blamed it on government bureaucrats,
others attributed it to the absence of the kind of vanguard political party
that had facilitated the social transformation in the Soviet Union after the
Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. This point had been made with reference to
Tanzania even before it embarked on its socialist transformation (Bienen
1967). His observation seemed to be corroborated by the experience of the
1970s, which suggested that the party had the power to temporarily impose
its will but lacked the means to sustain a socialist transformation. To fully
understand its gradual demise, however, it is also important to examine the
issue in the light of local African conditions.

Apart from the point made in Chapter Two that the social relations
and structures in Africa are not really congenial to the kind of modern-
ization that was attempted in the Soviet Union, there is also the problem
of sustaining an ideologically inspired social mobilization. Nationalist lead-
ers insisted that national unity was a prerequisite for national development.
The issue that arose in a state of social mobilization was how much criti-
cism to tolerate. Most leaders were intolerant and did not wish to be chal-
lenged in public by others. The call for national unity, therefore, was often
interpreted as a justification for insisting on ideological uniformity. This
was particularly the case with the liberation movements like FRELIMO
in Mozambique and the Marxist-Leninist regime in Ethiopia after 1974,
but the tendency to muzzle dissent occurred in all regimes regardless of
ideology. And as ideology failed to deliver on its promise, the result was not
a greater respect for the importance of economic rationality but rather a turn
toward political tug-of-wars between factions within the ruling party. Else-
where, in an analysis of policy making in Kenya, where politics has always
been pragmatic, I have referred to this mode of policy making as we-must-
pull-while-others-pause, a reference to the more conflicting political process
in that country (Hyden 1979). What happened in Kenya – and gradually
elsewhere in Africa – was the emergence of groups or factions within the
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ruling party, which tried to preempt the opportunities for others while also
maximizing their own gains. In Kenya, this was quite evident during the reign
of the first president, Jomo Kenyatta (1963–78), who very directly favored
members of certain ethnic groups, notably his own. The same pattern was
repeated after his successor, Daniel arap Moi, took over. For the twenty-five
years that he stayed in charge of Kenya, he allowed some groups – includ-
ing his own Kalenjin people – to benefit at the expense of those who had
benefited during the Kenyatta days.

This mode of policy making has something in common with the disjointed
incrementalism that Braybrooke and Lindblom (1963) wrote about as char-
acteristic of pluralist political systems like the United States. Both have in
common the need for political bargaining between groups with interest in
accessing public resources. What they bargain about and how they do it,
however, differ. In the United States, any attempt to pull while others pause
is focused on specific policy issues by insisting on special favors before the
adoption of a given policy package. This logrolling allows for the approval
of a set of benefits that are very important to a certain group of voters, but in
the context of the overall policy package is a marginal extra cost. In Africa,
by contrast, the idea of taking advantage of one’s political strength translates
into more categorically preemptive moves that alienate others and are being
pursued regardless of cost to the public purse. Although there are limits to
what may be possible in individual cases, the tendency is for the winner to
insist on all, leaving the loser with nothing. With such an approach to policy
making, one can easily see that being in opposition carries no real incentives
in African countries. That is why its members can be easily co-opted by the
ruling party and why a maximum rather than a minimal coalition makes
most theoretical sense as a governing mechanism in these countries.4

The politically driven policy-making modes that African leaders devel-
oped and sustained during the first two decades of independence even-
tually were called into question not so much by local citizens in these
countries as by international donor agencies that felt there was no atten-
tion to cost, including the expenditure needed to maintain a particular
facility of project. Most of what had been funded in the days of optimism by
external donors and banks tended to cease operations once the outside sup-
port was withdrawn. They were not sustainable because design had ignored
politics or politicians had ignored their responsibility to make calculations
of costs associated with keeping the activity going. By the end of the 1970s,
therefore, Africa had become a graveyard of donor-financed projects. It was
becoming increasingly clear that policy making had to be reformed in ways
that allowed greater consideration of cost, feasibility, and sustainability than
had been the case in earlier years.

4 For a discussion of the theoretical case for minimal coalitions in competitive democracies,
see, for example, Riker’s The Theory of Political Coalitions (1962).
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policy reforms

In the eyes of the international finance institutions and many bilateral donors
to African countries, the issue in the early 1980s was how they could stop the
governments on the continent from running away from concerns about effi-
ciency as well as effectiveness. These governments were seen to have operated
beyond their means for too long and in the interest of long-term sustainabil-
ity of the economies, radical measures, they argued, were necessary. In short,
they wanted to bring in an element of cost-benefit analysis that had been lost
in the development race during the previous two decades. Given the tendency
in African political circles to ignore these issues, any attempt to stop the run-
ning implied an intervention into the internal affairs of these governments.
For governments that still remembered the paternalist and patronizing way
their people had been treated in colonial days, this was bound to create con-
troversy in many countries. The more the government had been committed
to a socialist strategy of development, the greater the probability that such
controversy would arise.

Getting Prices Right

The policy reforms that were being demanded of African governments in
the 1980s consisted of a broad range of interventions, but may be summa-
rized as focusing on getting prices right. The focus was on removing the state
from the market and providing incentives for a process of resource allocation
driven by economics rather than politics. More specifically, it involved sta-
bilizing public finances by reducing inflation, reducing public expenditures,
and devaluing domestic currencies. The structural adjustment that was seen
as accompanying the surgical interventions in the public sector was meant to
give incentives to producers, and reduce the subsidies that had been the con-
sequences of past policies that ignored cost-benefit and feasibility considera-
tions. Although these reforms could be convincingly defended on economic
grounds, they were politically painful, especially on a continent where the
perception of national sovereignty was so highly valued because of its colo-
nial experience. As Bratton and van de Walle (1997) claim, political leaders
saw a relationship between conditionalities issued by the IMF, on the one
hand, and decreasing regime legitimacy, on the other. The structural condi-
tions of the African economies, however, were such that governments could
not completely ignore the demands placed upon them by the international
finance community.

Clapham (1996:176) has identified three different types of response to
these demands: (a) resistance, (b) acceptance, and (c) acceptance but with
subversion. To this can be added a fourth, which is best characterized as
acceptance but with substitution. Given Nyerere’s prominence in defining
a policy process driven solely by political leaders with no interest in the
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economics of their actions, it is no surprise that the Tanzanian government
put up the most vocal critique and resistance to the new economic poli-
cies. Nyerere’s anger was directed first and foremost at the IMF, which he
regarded as exploiting his country’s balance of payment difficulties following
the collapse of the East African Community in 1977, the war with Uganda
1978–79, and the second oil shock of 1979 (Mukandala 1999:49). His call-
ing into question the legitimacy of the IMF to serve as some sort of Inter-
national Ministry of Finance, however, was not tenable in the long run and
his government, with advice from friendly Scandinavian governments, opted
for the fourth option: substituting the IMF package with a set of financial
stabilization measures developed by economists based in Tanzania. This was
a politically acceptable strategy, but the substitute measures did not go far
enough to cause a noticeable change in the health of the Tanzanian economy
(Elgstrom 1999:131–35). Rather than swallowing the bitter pill of having
lost to the international finance institutions, Nyerere eventually decided to
step down as head of state and let his successor, Ali Hassan Mwinyi, take
responsibility for signing a far-reaching agreement with the IMF in 1986. At
the continental level, the initiative taken by the UN Economic Commission
for Africa to develop a substitute approach – the Lagos Plan of Action –
also faded in the mid-1980s. The international finance institutions prevailed
and soon there was a reference to the Washington Consensus, the idea that
developing countries were best served by unanimity in the donor commu-
nity about the principles that needed to be implemented in economic reform
programs.

Although the international finance institutions had their way across
Africa, the francophone countries were initially much less affected by struc-
tural adjustment policies, because their currency was pegged to and sup-
ported by the French franc. Governments in those countries lived in a false
sense of security until the 1990s when their financial conditions had wors-
ened to a point that a significant adjustment had to be made in their overval-
ued currency – the CFA (the local currency in French-speaking Africa that
prior to the introduction of the euro in 2002 was pegged to and backed by
the French franc) – in 1994. These economic reforms came at a time when
the countries were simultaneously asked to introduce political reforms. The
dual call complicated matters and left analysts uncertain about the feasi-
bility of doing both at the same time (Clark and Gardinier 1997). In the
end, however, those countries have had no choice but to accept the bitter
pill. Although some, notably the Ivory Coast, have suffered political turbu-
lence that, at least, may in part be attributed to the reform programs, the
francophone countries have gradually accommodated themselves to the new
economic reality (Alibert 1996).

Among other African countries, the third option of accepting the reform
policies on paper but subverting them in practice was quite common.
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Sometimes, as in Kenya, the position taken by the government was that
of outright sabotage of these policies. President Moi engaged in a cat-and-
mouse game with the IMF and the World Bank in which he would agree to
their demands when pushed against the wall, but later renege on his commit-
ments, an approach that eventually created a vicious circle for that country’s
economy. Much the same happened in Zambia. Based on this experience,
Bayart (1993:26–27) has suggested that sometimes the puppets themselves
can pull the strings.

It would be wrong to assume, however, that the fault lies only on the
African side. Structural adjustment packages were often quite rigid and even
though they may have worked in Latin America or Asian economies, the
structural conditions in Africa are sufficiently different that it is necessary to
consider the problem of design of these policies. Mkandawire and Olukoshi
(1995) argue that these policies rest on a misdiagnosis of Africa’s problems.
For instance, they would maintain that the real problem is not a bloated
public sector, but the failure of measures to improve bureaucratic effective-
ness. In short, there was too much emphasis on a one-size-fits-all approach
(Olowu 2003).

The African criticism of economic reform policies otherwise tends to fol-
low two main lines. The first is the absence of ownership. The international
finance institutions have quite arbitrarily imposed these policies on African
governments without having first won them over to their side. As Botchwey
(1998:24) notes in a review of policy reform in African countries, if own-
ership implies voluntary adoption of donor-driven programs, it is clearly in
question because most African governments fundamentally disagreed with
the financial premises of these programs.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of this reform process, as discussed
in Chapter Two, is that the two governments that were most ready to
introduce an economic policy rationale were – ironically – run by former
Marxists: Jerry Rawlings of Ghana and Yoweri Museveni of Uganda. Both
realized, once they were in power, that it was in the best interest of their
respective countries to adopt structural adjustment as an economic philos-
ophy and do whatever they could to make it work. Although they kept
tight reins over the political process, they initially conceded considerable
autonomy to economists and technocrats who were free to design neoliberal
economic policies that reduced state involvement and encouraged private
investments. The reason for their initial success has been attributed to dif-
ferent factors. One is the presence of a strong executive authority, an obser-
vation that has been made about both Asia and Latin America by Haggard
and Kaufman (1992). According to this argument, reforms succeed initially
because rulers have personal control over economic decision making, the
security to recruit and back a cohesive reform team, and the political clout
to override bureaucratic or political opposition to reforms. This explanation,
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however, is not enough to understand what happened in Africa. Most leaders
were in a position to have done what Rawlings and Museveni did, but the
vast majority chose not to do so.

It is important, therefore, to examine the extent to which there was some-
thing special about these two rulers. From a purely ideological point of view,
they had a long distance to travel as Marxists, intellectually speaking. With-
out their own full explanations, it is impossible to know exactly why they
became such strong advocates of structural adjustment policies. Maybe ide-
ology, after all, was only a cosmetic cover for their political ambitions and
it was not hard to throw aside. Maybe they were genuinely convinced that
socialism had run its course and it was time to start afresh.5 Whatever the
reason for making this intellectual journey, both of them had one thing in
common: They wanted to make a break with the past. Bienen and Herbst
(1996) make the point that a new leader, whether freshly elected with a
popular mandate or in office because of a coup or rebellion (as the case
was with Rawlings and Museveni), has the great advantage of not being
beholden to established patron-client relations that form a major reason for
poor economic performance. As they come to power, they can get away with
things that were impossible before. They are the “new brooms” (see also
Kjaer 2002:40–43). Although the new-broom thesis is typically applied to
democratically elected leaders, who enjoy a honeymoon period immediately
after coming to power, it is relevant also in these two cases, because both
leaders came to power using coercive means, making the break with the past
especially dramatic.

The problems that such leaders face, however, begin to surface after some
time. Their relative autonomy and the discretionary powers that come with
it may eventually make them less interested in building coalitions; instead,
they rely on media and other means to impose policies on the public. It
can be argued that given the relative weakness of organized interests in
African countries, it is easier to get away with discretionary power than
it is in more developed societies, where Evans (1995) as well as Haggard and
Kaufman (1995) maintain that different approaches other than reliance on a
strong executive are necessary to sustain reforms.6 In spite of such structural

5 Museveni has given a lot of thought to the African predicament. He is of the opinion that
the forces of production in Africa remain undeveloped; therefore, African countries need not
only a strong central executive, but also a political system that reduces ethnic competition
and conflict – at least until social classes have been formed. In this respect he may be described
as a Marxist in neoliberal clothing. For further information, see Museveni (1997).

6 There are observers who disagree with the premise that interests in African countries are
not well organized and of little consequence. Kjaer (2002:155) cites the report of a senior
consultant on civil service reform in Uganda, George Okutho, as showing that unions of civil
servants, teachers, and other professionals were quite vocal and influential when it came to
finalizing reform packages, especially as they affected their pay.
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variations, however, it is evident that sustaining reform in Africa is difficult
beyond the point of initial adoption and implementation. The new-broom
thesis has also been questioned more recently on other grounds by Kjaer
(2004a), who suggests, using both Kenya and Tanzania to provide illustra-
tions that old brooms can sweep too. In her view, President Moi and his
successor, Mwai Kibaki, in Kenya as well as President Mwinyi and his suc-
cessor, Benjamin Mkapa, in Tanzania have, over time, succeeded in doing as
much as the new generation of leaders, like Rawlings and Museveni.

Getting Politics Right

The reforms that were begun in the 1980s focused almost exclusively on
the economic arena. More specifically, it was aimed at restructuring state-
market relations. In reducing the public sector and enhancing the private
sector, agencies in the international development community sought to win
the African political leaders on their side. They were at best only moderately
successful. By the 1990s, the international agencies realized that it was no
longer possible to treat policy as if it were independent of politics. Politics
was part of the explanation why African countries tended to stall in their
development efforts. Reform since the early 1990s, therefore, has been aimed
at getting politics right. More specifically, this means reforming political and
administrative structures so that they are better attuned to an economy that is
market-based. The code word that members of the international community
have used for these reforms is governance–good governance referring to
systems that incorporate the essential features of a democratic polity. In the
remainder of this chapter, the focus will be on administrative reforms; other
aspects of governance are discussed in Chapter Twelve.

Administrative reforms in the 1990s differed from earlier attempts at civil
service reform in African countries in that they were placed in a broader
economic and political context. Previous reforms – and they were many7 –
had treated the civil service as a closed shop. Relations to other sectors had
been largely ignored. A fair amount, however, was already known about the
problems facing African civil servants.

For one, there was the lack of professional qualities. Studies had shown
that there was little concern with organizational mission, issues of profes-
sional integrity, and readiness to take risks. A study of managers in southern
Africa confirmed that they were little interested in the goals of their organi-
zation. Policy issues were only in fifth place on a list dominated by money
and turf as the main causes of bureaucratic conflict (Montgomery 1987).
Although extensive efforts have been made to train African administrators

7 Some of the most well-known reports on civil service reform in Africa include the Ndegwa
Commission Report in Kenya 1970 and the Udoji Commission Report in Nigeria in 1975.
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and managers, the influence that training programs and institutions have
had is quite limited, as Kiggundu (1991) notes.8

A second issue that had been noted for a long time is the politicization of
the civil service. It was a recurrent complaint among civil servants attend-
ing the annual Ford Foundation–funded seminars9 in the 1960s and 1970s
that their political masters did not appreciate their professional advice and
preferred them to be just sycophants (Rweyemamu and Hyden 1975). The
same problem also affected public enterprises that were many and powerful
in the days that the state dominated development. Both Mukandala (1988)
and Grosh (1991), studying such enterprises in east and southern Africa,
point to the many instances of political interference in operational matters
that managers reported.

A third issue, perhaps the one that civil servants felt most strongly about,
was poor remuneration. Although in the 1960s and 1970s the private sector
in African countries was quite small and most people saw employment in the
public sector as more prestigious and rewarding, they felt underpaid. The
salary reforms that were introduced by the first generation of public service
reforms in those days were not really linked to performance assessments.
They were given for other reasons such as compensation for inflation or
boosting staff morale.

None of these issues were tackled very well by reforms in the first two
decades after independence. It is no surprise, therefore, that they reoccur
in the 1990s, this time, however, cast in a different light. The interest in
governance means that civil service reforms are not ends in themselves.
They are related to specific objectives that society (read also: international
community of donors) demands: (a) better performance, (b) greater effiency,
and (c) public accountability. Reflecting key elements of what are called the
new institutional economics (NIE) and the new public management (NPM),
this second generation of civil service reforms is much more ambitious and
also more complex.

Improved performance, according to the new philosophy of reform,
implies first a reduction in size of the civil service. African civil services
during the 1970s were allowed to hire far too many employees in relation
to tasks performed. Moreover, in most countries there was a considerable

8 Many observers involved in capacity building in African countries have noted the preference
for formal certificates or diplomas rather than the substance of learning. Trying to deal with
this, one of the more innovative training programs was conducted by John Cohen under the
auspices of the now defunct Harvard Institute of International Development (Cohen 1991).
It provided highly focused training without providing a certificate and therefore limited the
risks that the trainees would leave the organization upon completion of the program. As
Leonard and Scott (2003:45) note, however, it purchased commitment by reducing outside
options and may therefore also have discouraged risk-taking.

9 These seminars led to the creation of an all-African association of civil servants, AAPAM –
the African Association for Public Administration and Management.
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number of ghost workers – persons who no longer worked, but remained
on the payroll and for whom, therefore, money was being issued. In
Uganda, during the early Museveni years, for instance, no less than 50 per-
cent of all civil servants were retrenched (Kjaer 2002:75). The other part
of the reform involved consolidating remuneration into a single monthly
pay instead of retaining the broad range of subsidies that civil servants
received. The latter included not only allowance for housing and trans-
port, but also sometimes for meals or for merely attending a meeting –
the infamous “sitting” allowance. Much of this became necessary as the
government disposed of its housing stock and ceased to provide cars for
officials other than the ministers. The new salary structure was meant to be
an improvement and to be competitive with wages and salaries in other sec-
tors. The improvements, however, fell short of the second goal. Private-sector
employment, although associated with more risks, nowadays provides better
remuneration.

In the 1960s and 1970s it was taken for granted that the state had the
principal responsibility for development; hence the concern about improv-
ing effectiveness of the public sector. In the 1990s, however, the state no
longer had such a monopoly. With the growth of organizations outside the
state, the policy process began to involve other actors as well. If NGOs or
private companies proved better placed to take charge of implementing spe-
cific policies, contractual arrangements were made between the government
and these organizations to achieve better results. Such arrangements exist in
most African countries today, although it is too early to say how well they
work. Multi-institutional arrangements carry their own transaction costs
that may adversely affect also outcome. Furthermore, as Patterson (1998)
discusses with reference to rural Senegal, civil society organizations are often
divided internally and do not possess the necessary competence to implement
policies.

Government officials, including all the functionaries, had become used to
enjoying a great deal of discretion in making their decisions in the past. The
idea that their decisions should be subject to scrutiny by others, therefore,
has not been received with much enthusiasm. It has been difficult to insti-
tutionalize accountability mechanisms, especially in sectors where officials
control considerable amounts of financial resources. Neopatrimonialism,
that is, the absence of a separation between the private and the official
spheres, continues to be rampant throughout the continent. This has forced
external donors to introduce specific measures to limit the damage that this
institutional form and its accompanying corrupt practices may cause. For
instance, it is increasingly common that incoming presidents and their cabi-
net ministers are being asked to declare their economic interests before tak-
ing office. Although President Mkapa of Tanzania did so in 1995 when
he first took office, others, including those in his own cabinet as well as
other heads of state, have been much slower and less ready to disclose their
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personal wealth (Glickman 1997). Another interesting example is the
Revenue Oversight Committee that has been established on insistence by
the World Bank to ensure that government contracts are subject to open
bidding and proper screening in conjunction with the start of oil production
in Chad in West Africa (Anonymous 2003).

We don’t necessarily know how much of what is happening in Africa
today should be attributed to the policy reforms discussed here. There are a
number of other factors that may be as important (Therkildsen 2000). The
conclusion, therefore, is that policy reforms may have been initiated with a
lot of promise and enthusiasm, but they have proved very difficult to sustain.
The relative absence and weakness of organized interests with influence over
policy has not facilitated policy management. On the contrary, it seems to
have increased the discretionary and often capricious nature of policy making
in these countries.

conclusions

There is little evidence that key political actors in Africa view policy as
a forward-looking instrument that mediates the relation between private
interests and public goods. For a long time – largely the 1960s and 1970s –
policy was at best treated as a rhetorical device aimed at justifying a par-
ticular intervention regardless of potential costs and benefits, feasibility, or
sustainability. African leaders simply did not want economics to determine
their choices.10

Despite the pressures by international finance institutions and bilateral
donor agencies on African governments to become more concerned with the
economics of their choices, progress in that direction is generally slow and
by no means ensured as the cases we have discussed in this chapter indi-
cate. Politics impinges itself on public policy making in ways that marginal-
ize economic thinking. With the movement legacy still hanging over them,
political leaders prefer to gain legitimacy from standing up against exter-
nal powers. In addition, they gain popularity from being able to person-
ally control resources and distribute them as patronage. Multiparty politics
has had the effect of reinforcing rather than reducing these trends in many
countries. African governments continue to be more patronage than policy
governments.

10 Many expatriate advisors in African governments over the years can testify to the problems
of getting their political masters to take technical or instrumentalist advice seriously. It was
often misunderstood as criticism or undercutting the moral high ground that they wanted
to occupy for themselves. Those who know Botswana would argue that one reason that
country is an outstanding exception from much of what has been said in this chapter is
the willingness on the part of cabinet ministers to listen to technical advice, whether it is
proffered by local Tswana or expatriate staff.
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Because power is being held in a personal rather than official capacity, it
is being exercised in a dispersed and unpredictable fashion. Individual politi-
cians with a strong charisma may achieve things that would otherwise be
impossible, as the case of Julius Nyerere in Tanzania suggests. Sustaining
such enthusiasm, however, is difficult, because power is not formalized into
corporate structures. The weakness – in many countries virtual absence –
of indigenous corporate power structures explains why policy outcomes
almost always tend to fall so far short of promise. Growing involvement by
international actors, not the least the international finance institutions but
also bilateral donor agencies, through economic and governance reforms has
only marginally helped create a more predictable policy environment. Their
increased presence may be a necessary ingredient in any effort to sustain the
reform process, but it is also clear from experiences reviewed in this chap-
ter that it serves as a source of opposition to necessary changes. Politicians
know that standing up to external actors is the most effective way of gaining
political legitimacy quickly. In a multiparty political setting, the temptation
for quick and easy gains grows and the inclination to sidestep official policy
objectives consequently becomes even greater.
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The Agrarian Question

Social exchange theory, as discussed in Chapter Four, posits that power is
manifest in relations between people. It is the interdependence thus created
that generates the possibility of exercising power. The more symmetrical
these relations are the less likely that they will be perceived as one person
exercising power over the other. The more asymmetrical they are, however,
the more probable that the persons involved in these relations will sub-
jectively perceive them in terms of power. As suggested already, relations
between people can be formal or informal. The more formal they are, the
more corporate their character is likely to be. What determines these rela-
tions, in other words, are the roles people play rather than their own personal
attributes or character. For instance, relations of power in an organization
are constituted by the hierarchy of positions contained in the organogram.
A regulation or contractual agreement certifies who can tell whom what to
do and who in the end has the ultimate responsibility for what is decided
and done. The more informal these relations are, the more personal their
nature. As previous chapters have indicated, relations between people in
African society tend to be highly personalized. For instance, power relations
are constituted by patrons linking up with clients. Furthermore, more sym-
metrical relations are also informally constituted in response to needs of
individuals and households, for example, pooling labor or saving money in
small groups. In short, they are based on primary and direct reciprocities
that need no contractual confirmation but rely on face-to-face measures to
achieve compliance. Power does not reach very far in social terms because
its base is personal rather than corporate.

This is the issue at the very root of both governance and development
in Africa. Herbst (2000) makes it a main focus in his analysis of states and
power in Africa. The paradox is that in Africa politics is supreme but the
result is a definite power deficit at the state level. Because the state is embed-
ded in society, the political economy lacks many of the characteristics that

138
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can be found in countries where relations of power have been formalized
and the state enjoys a higher degree of autonomy vis-à-vis society. Perhaps
nowhere else does this become more evident than in the relations between the
state and the peasantry. Ever since colonial days, this has been a contentious
issue in Africa as officials have tried to subordinate the agricultural produc-
ers to their policy commands. The issue of what to do with a multitude of
smallholding peasants who are largely subsistence producers is not unique to
Africa. This was labeled the agrarian question in nineteenth-century Europe
when urbanization and industrialization created new social classes based
in the urban areas, and agricultural production had to be modernized and
commercialized to meet their demands for food.

The issue was resolved in different ways in various parts of Europe. As
agriculture was mechanized and land ownership privatized, as in Britain,
surplus labor moved to the cities in search of jobs. In countries like Sweden,
where industrialization came late – the beginning of twentieth century –
surplus labor among the peasants migrated to North America. In yet other
places, notably Russia, a social revolution helped transform relations of
power in the countryside. What happened there is of special relevance to
Africa as both colonial officials and postindependence nationalist leaders
tried to copy measures used by the Bolsheviks after their 1917 revolution.
To fully understand this link it is necessary to recall that the intellectuals who
theorized about development in those days all had a condescending view of
the peasants. The latter were good for nothing when it came to modern
development. Rather, they had to be extinguished as a class because their
subsistence orientation made them more interested in the parochial concerns
of the local household than the modernizing ambitions of the state. This
was also the position taken by the colonial officials and – interestingly – the
postindependence nationalist leaders. Both had an approach to development
that implied modernization of the agricultural sector as the highest priority.

This chapter is about the agrarian question in Africa. The first part, begin-
ning with the experience during colonial days, is a review of how officials
have tried to reorganize relations with the peasantry. It will highlight the
problems of creating relations of dependence that facilitate the exercise of
power over this group. The second part will deal with the implications of
these failures for what is a fledgling civil society in the region.

the changes in africa’s rural areas

With the exception of southern Africa – and notably South Africa –
there has been no structural transformation that has turned the reliance
on small-scale peasant agriculture into modern forms of agricultural and
industrial production. Small-scale production continues to prevail, leav-
ing the economy fragmented into myriad independent producers whose
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contribution to the national economy is both cumbersome and costly to
secure.

Twenty-five years ago, I argued that Africa’s peasant producers remain
uncaptured and that this phenomenon is a challenge for the region’s eco-
nomic development (Hyden 1980). My argument centered primarily on the
failure of the state to capture the peasants: Twenty years of independence had
not produced a situation in which peasants – as a social class or category –
had been effectively subordinated to the corporate demands of the state.
Structural adjustment and its focus on economic liberalization was meant to
be the policy response to the ineffectiveness of the state. The market would
achieve what the state had failed to do. As Schultz (1964) had argued earlier,
if provided with the right incentives, traditional smallholder farmers would
constitute the basis for agricultural – and national – development.1 In the eyes
of the policy analysts in the international finance institutions this was viewed
as a win-win situation: the peasants would earn more and thus the national
economy would grow and eventually provide a viable basis for development.
Today, there is much more skepticism about the effectiveness of the market.
Neither peasant producers nor African economies are markedly better off.
As agricultural producers, the peasants remain uncaptured in the sense that
they have failed to respond to the new policies. Instead, they have acted
rationally by diversifying their sources of income outside the farm. Off-farm
income has become more important to rural households than earnings from
sales of agricultural produce. Studies done in the 1990s estimated the non-
farm source to be approximately 40 percent of the total (Bagachwa 1997;
Reardon 1997; Ellis 1998); a more recent study puts the estimate as high
as 60 to 80 percent (Bryceson 2002). Although Africa remains largely rural,
agriculture appears to be waning in significance. This is also evident in the
international development community, in which there is much less interest in
investments in agricultural development than there is in measures to alleviate
the more general poverty (World Bank 2000).

One of the lessons learned from fifty or so years of research in devel-
opment economics and political science is that conventional ways of con-
ducting political economy analysis are not the most appropriate for under-
standing the nature of the agrarian question in Africa. Political economy
analysis that draws its inspiration from a rational choice theoretical per-
spective tends to overemphasize the autonomy of human agency. Moreover,
it assumes that we are all like homo economicus, that is, ready to make
autonomous decisions as if the marketplace is the only relevant locus for
establishing what is rational. Political economy analysis that is inspired by
Marxian theory, in contrast, tends to exaggerate the importance of structure,
notably what happens in the relations of production. Furthermore, because

1 His book on how to transform traditional agriculture was issued in a second edition in 1983
in response to the interest neoliberal reformers showed in his ideas.
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of its reliance on historical materialism, its analysis easily becomes too
deterministic.

A political economy analysis that is relevant to the African situation has
to be tempered in two important respects. The first is that it recognizes that
choice is not autonomous but made in regard to how it affects relations with
others. In this respect, it differs also from conventional neoinstitutional anal-
ysis, which interprets formal institutions as the outcome of human conduct
in respect to written rules. A political economy analysis that is relevant to
the African situation also needs to transcend the Marxian notion that the
economic base explains the social and political superstructure. Because the
economy is still embedded in social relations, values other than the material
are causative.

Smallholding peasants are crucial to what is happening in Africa not only
because of their mere numbers, but also because of what they do – or not do –
in agriculture, usually considered the backbone of the African economies.
Many would argue that peasants hold the key to Africa’s future. Because
they are poor and sometimes marginalized, the fact that their contribution
to national development has been so limited is usually blamed on bad policies
or exploitation by those in power. There has been much less attention to their
role as autonomous agents. Even when caught in confining social relations,
their agency in the African context is not insignificant. From a national
development perspective, therefore, peasants are not just victims without
opportunity to influence their destiny; they are also actors that shape the
destiny of their country. As such, they are potentially part of both the problem
and the solution to the region’s predicament. A look at what has happened
in Africa since colonial days provides a sense of how peasants have acted in
response to shifting structural constraints and opportunities. This discussion
will be divided into the three subsections: (a) the colonial period, (b) the
statist years after independence (1960–80), and (c) the market reform years
(1981–present).

The Colonial Period

African systems of agricultural production were prescientific in the period
prior to colonization, relying on simple technologies of cultivation. Neither
the horse nor the plow was employed in the use of land for reasons related
to geography and politics (Goody 1971). Most of Africa was unsuitable for
the horse, which is more sensitive to tsetse flies than other livestock. It never
really penetrated the tropical zones of Africa. Where it was introduced, for
example, in the semiarid parts of the Sahel, only the nobility was allowed to
use it. It was employed more for ceremonial than for productive purposes.
These systems were also denied the benefits of scientific advances made in
Asia and Europe because African emperors and kings sustained their regimes
not by subordinating their subjects on the land to heavy taxation, but by
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collecting revenue primarily from taxing long-distance trade, requiring trib-
utes from surrounding states and forced contributions from slave settlements.
Thus, agriculture was not a source of national income as much as it was just a
source of livelihood. Agriculture was first and foremost a subsistence activity.
Production strategies emphasized resilience and robustness. Various forms
of shifting cultivation developed in response to constraints like the shortage
of humus and soil nutrients. In many places, intercropping was practiced to
deal with such and other constraints. All innovations came out of practical
experience, not scientific experimentation.

To the European colonizers, these forms of agriculture were regarded as
primitive and backward. The purpose of agriculture to them was to extract
wealth from the African soil. They wanted to introduce efficient systems
of production centered on crops that were in demand by the increasingly
industrialized and urbanized Europe. The result of this approach to agricul-
ture was intensification of land use in certain parts of Africa, the reliance
on monocrop regimes, and the development of new technological packages.
These innovations, however, were not brought about by market competi-
tion, but by administrative fiat or law. They did not come from the farmers
themselves, but from the colonial officials. The Africans were told to discard
their own knowledge of agriculture in favor of new insights derived from
agricultural research and communicated through the extension service. This
turned African farmers into imitators rather than innovators (Hyden 1988).

Toward the end of the colonial period, African farmers had developed an
uneasy relation of dependence on the agricultural experts. It worked well
as long as their advice proved to be correct and yielded positive results. It
became controversial in those instances when advice contradicted existing
local practices and was deemed wrong or too risky. With the growth of
the nationalist movement, there was a venue for channeling objections to
these policies. For instance, Cliffe (1964) shows how resistance to colonial
agricultural policies in Tanganyika helped the nationalist movement gain a
foothold in certain parts of the countryside.

The peasant producers were also helped by the presence of a cooperative
movement in which they were members by virtue of their sale of crops. The
colonial authorities recognized that the best way of organizing the many
small producers was by creating membership organizations that could be
used to tax their crop sales. Such organizations flourished especially in areas
with notable increases in production of export crops like coffee, cocoa, tea,
cotton, and groundnuts. The cooperative movement in these places was con-
stituted at three different levels. The primary was the cooperative society, in
which producers were members. The secondary tier was the cooperative
union, made of the primary level societies. The third tier – or apex – was
the federation of cooperative unions, which existed at the national level.
Though the movement was set up as a convenient economic management
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instrument, it did also have the effect of educating members in a civic and
political sense. They became aware of their rights and realized that they could
speak out against wrongdoings by government officials and other leaders.
Many political leaders started their career in the cooperative movement.
Mamdani (1996) tends to ignore or underestimate the extent to which the
rural cooperatives were part of what he calls the civil society that he sees as
essentially confined to the urban areas.

In the more successful instances, the colonial authorities could rely largely
on the carrot to induce African producers to participate in the market econ-
omy by selling their crops to cooperatives or specifically designated crop
authorities. In countries like Kenya, parts of Tanzania and also Senegal
(Cruise O’Brien 1975), cooperatives constituted viable membership organi-
zations with positive roles in rural development. In areas where agriculture
was more marginal, however, the stick often became necessary. Wherever
the participation in the market economy was marginal, the colonial author-
ities tried to increase their control over the peasantry by forcing them into
settlements (Kjekshus 1977). By bringing families that had hitherto lived in
scattered homesteads into village settlements, they would make these fami-
lies more reachable with national policy. It was an attempt to capture them
by making them dependent on what the state would take in the form of rev-
enue and give in terms of services. Keeping these settlements together proved
quite difficult because settlers often left to return to their original homesteads.
Much effort, therefore, was devoted to simply controlling them. In economic
terms, they turned into a liability rather than an asset to the colonial state.

The most important thing to say about the colonial state in this chapter
is that it constituted a viable system of control of the peasant producers on
the land. Although it was typically a poor replica of the state in Europe,
and much criticism can be directed at its way of approaching agriculture
(see e.g. Dumont 1966), it had the basic features of a formal system based
on rules and regulations. Even if it did not always practice what it preached, it
constituted a system that manipulated and managed the African population
to serve its interests. Africans found it hard to escape the arm of the state.
Because of integrating them into the world economy through export crops,
even the majority of the many smallholder producers were quite effectively
captured by the colonial state. In this sense, the colonial state was both quite
firm and strong.

The Statist Years

The irony to which I have already alluded in earlier chapters is that
while the nationalist leaders preached the inevitability of a centralized
state-driven approach to development after independence, the first thing that
they did was to destroy the institutional edifice that was the colonial state.
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The fully understandable ambition to replace colonial officials with Africans
placed people in public office who often lacked experience and who felt more
accountable to a political patron than to the public. The whole system that
the colonial authorities had put in place to run the country was called into
question. Rules were abandoned because they prohibited the interest leaders
had in practicing clientelism. Policies that had been successful in colonial
days were thrown out because they were seen as potentially damaging to
the local population. Most seriously, nationalist leaders abandoned the local
head taxes that had served as an important component in the link between
state and citizen in colonial days. The formal relations of dependence that
the colonial authorities had painstakingly put in place were deliberately sub-
verted.

What happened in Africa more specifically with regard to agriculture in
the 1960s and 1970s is that the official ideology stressed the value of modern-
ization, but the institutional practice was the opposite; it aimed at recreating
premodern and local values that undermined any effort at modernizing agri-
culture. Political leaders, as discussed in Chapter Six, did not see that policies
require attention to ends as well as means – and especially how the two relate
to each other. In trying to expand agricultural production, and thus the rev-
enue of the state, government leaders spoke as if nature and producers could
be tamed at will. Big was more beautiful than small. Hoe cultivation was
primitive; tractorized agriculture, advanced. It became necessary, therefore,
to take advantage of Africa’s surplus of land and expand production to those
areas that were not already occupied. If land was opened in a contiguous
manner and producers settled in a systematic fashion, the use of mechanized
tools for production would be possible.

Settling people on new land became a policy in socialist as well as nonso-
cialist countries in Africa. Many of these schemes were quite capital-intensive
and typically launched in the euphoria that existed in the first decade or so
after independence. In places like Nigeria with its considerable revenue from
oil, such schemes continued long into the 1970s. Nowhere did they succeed.
The original investments could not be sustained because there was little or no
attention paid to the tasks of managing and maintaining the infrastructure
and equipment. Managing on a large scale proved to be beyond the direct
reciprocities that Africans were used to and, therefore, unsustainable. There
was no readiness to see the tasks in systemic terms and to attend to the issues
accordingly. Instead, managers and others would react only when there was
a breakdown or problem to which their attention was called. Preventive
maintenance based on the premise that what they deal with is a system of
many interactive parts was overlooked (Moris 1977).

The African experience stands in great contrast to what took place in
most Asian countries at the same time. They made great headway in agri-
culture through their Green Revolution – the introduction of new seeds
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and technologies that allowed for a major development breakthrough. The
importance of the Green Revolution goes beyond its contribution to increas-
ing agricultural yields. Equally, if not more important, as Djurfeldt (2004)
argues, that Green Revolution technologies made the farmers dependent on
scientific knowledge developed outside the farm and outside the farming
community. The state in Asia succeeded in incorporating the agricultural
producers into both the national and international division of labor and
thus widened the geographical scope of agricultural circuits of reproduction
from local to national or global chains. It managed to capture the peasants in
ways that the state in Africa did not. The result was that African agriculture –
from having been on the verge of transformation at the end of colonialism –
reversed to dependence on prescientific methods of cultivation.

Agriculture in Africa remains largely prescientific to this day in that inten-
sified cultivation is the outcome of spontaneous processes in response to
increased pressure on land. As Netting (1993) has demonstrated, such prein-
dustrial methods of cultivation are historically not unique to Africa and
have developed in many locations around the world independently of each
other. These methods have been the result of the farmers’ own ingenuity and
typically caused by demographic pressures.

Alexander Chayanov, a Russian economist who studied the life and work
of peasants in that country in the early twentieth century, offers an expla-
nation, sometimes referred to as Chayanov’s Rule (Chayanov 1966), that has
been labeled relevant to contemporary Africa. His proposition is that farmer
productivity increases as the ratio of dependents to producers rises. In short,
the larger the family a particular producer has to support, the more probable
that he will work harder to satisfy this need. Internal household composition,
therefore, is key to understanding what drives agricultural intensification.
Although Chayanov’s own analysis dates back almost one hundred years,
it is relevant to Africa today given that peasant agriculture in Russia at
that time was characterized by the same prescientific circumstances. Sahlins
(1972) and Norman et al. (1981) are among those who have shown that
Chayanov’s Rule applies to the African cases.

Boserup (1965), a Danish economist, offers another complementary
explanation by demonstrating that rising population densities induce tech-
nological change and transformation. In Africa, studies show that a rise in
population density leads to increased production through more intensive use
of the land (Turner et al. 1993; Tiffen et al. 1994; Wiggins 2000). There is
disagreement about how sustainable these gains are. Lele and Stone (1989)
show that aggregate gains are offset by land degradation and fertility loss,
causing greater impoverishment. Turner et al. (1993) suggest that intensified
land use tends to have more positive effects on livelihoods wherever farmers
have access to urban markets and opportunities for income diversification
exist.
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One may argue, therefore, that agriculture in Africa changed and devel-
oped after independence, not thanks to the state but in spite of it. Social
reproduction rather than policy incentives drove agricultural production.
Efforts by the state to develop peasant agriculture backfired because they
were often ill conceived and heavy handed. It is no surprise that the power
of the state over the peasants weakened as the relations of dependence in
the market economy, which had been built in colonial days, were much
weakened. Nor is it a surprise that by 1980, the international community
decided that the market rather than the state would be the instrument to
get peasant producers to become more responsive to national and inter-
national circuits of reproduction.

The Market Reform Years

The conventional wisdom in international development circles is that policy
matters. Changes can be attributed to specific policy interventions. This is a
questionable assumption in the African policy environment, which lacks the
instruments that allow policy makers to make a difference. The scientific and
rational assumptions that need to be shared and respected by all actors are
not institutionalized. For such reasons, it makes sense to rely on the invisible
hand to achieve what the visible imprint of the state cannot do. But how far
is the market capable of making a difference in rural Africa? What are its
consequences for agriculture?

There is a good deal of literature on the effects of structural adjust-
ment on peasant agriculture in Africa, most of it overwhelmingly critical
(e.g. Bigsten and Kayizzi-Mugerwa 1995; Mkandawire and Soludo 1999).
They point to the marginalization of the rural producers and their inabil-
ity to make headway because of negative terms of trade. Thus, even if
the prices paid to producers for some crops, especially locally consumed
food crops, have gone up, so have the prices of inputs that are necessary
for increasing productivity. For instance, in many countries, peasant pro-
ducers have been encouraged to adopt high-yield varieties such as maize
(corn). These new varieties rely on the use of fertilizers and, often, pes-
ticides. Fertilizers, for instance, used to be available at reasonable prices
thanks to state subsidies. Economic liberalization, however, has forced gov-
ernments to abandon such subsidies, which means that peasants have to
pay market prices for their fertilizers, something that only a few of the
well-endowed farmers can afford.2 This means that global market struc-
tures deny the African farmers the opportunity to make productivity gains
and force them to consider alternative options to make a living. This search
for alternatives has been further spurred by declining world market prices

2 Fertilizer prices in African countries are five times as expensive as they are in Europe or the
United States.
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for many traditional export crops, for example, coffee, cocoa, sisal, and
groundnuts.

Peasant response to market prices for agricultural produce has followed
two lines. Wherever markets function reasonably well, especially in the
vicinity of urban centers, producers have shifted to new crops, notably vege-
tables and other crops. This has created the impression that the market works
and that agriculture has a future in Africa. A second option has been to look
for income outside the farm, either in the rural community or in the city.
Market reforms in Africa have not set in motion a transformation of agri-
culture, but a transfer of people from agriculture to other sectors. Analysts
adhering to this view are more pessimistic about the future of agriculture in
Africa.

The optimists place their confidence in the ability of market and tech-
nology to work for development. Their argument is that agricultural sys-
tems of production are not static; they continue to evolve in response to
market incentives and new technologies. Haggblade (2004) identifies three
broad categories of technological change that have been important in Africa:
(a) development of improved genetic material, (b) increased use of collateral
modern input, and (c) improved management practices. Improved genetic
material has proved central in the cases of cotton, maize, and especially
cassava. Use of purchased inputs has also helped raise yields of these and
other crops. Finally, management changes such as seasonal minimum tillage
has led to output gains even with existing genetic material. Haggblade sug-
gests that these innovations vary in degree of difficulty. The first is the easier
one, the third the most difficult. Others, like Larsson (2004), agree that the
potential for agricultural growth in Africa exists.3 The problem is that there
is not enough consistent effort at national and international levels to realize
it. Not enough funds go to research on better crop varieties, and neither
is there enough of a commitment to make inputs like fertilizers available to
small-scale farmers at affordable prices. Questions must also be raised about
the commitment among the African governments themselves.4

Whereas many development analysts, especially in the international com-
munity, recognize these constraints, their opinion remains upbeat. The prob-
lem can be fixed with the right policy interventions. There is obviously a bit
more to this than just hope, but the optimists do overlook a number of
issues that are also important for understanding the challenges to African

3 Larsson was tragically killed in a road accident in northern Tanzania in October 2004 while
this chapter was being revised.

4 African heads of state and government agreed at the African Union Summit in July 2003 to
make agriculture a top priority and to raise budget allocations for agriculture to a minimum
of 10 percent of total public spending within five years. Like many other such resolutions,
given resource constraints and the fickleness of policy making in most African countries, the
probability that this promise can be realized must be considered relatively low.
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figure 3. Trends in agriculture production per capita by region.

agriculture. The main omission of these people is not to recognize the farm
household as a social organization, pursuing many other goals than just
enhancing crop yields. African farmers are not subjected to institutional-
ized poverty in the ways that peasants are when other social groups have
effectively captured them. To be sure, Africa suffers from poverty, but it is
different from what is found in the Asian and Latin American countryside.
In those places, changing one’s social destiny is very difficult. Social mobility
is much more restricted than it is in Africa. Only Ethiopia, with its long
state tradition, resembles the conditions in Asia and Latin America, because
there the peasants take their destiny as more or less given. In the rest of
Africa, that is not the case. The economy of affection, operating through
kinship and other networks, allows for a socially much easier escape from
the drudgery of life on the farm, a point made from various angles by other
scholars (Downs and Reyna 1988; Guyer 1997; Berry 2002).

This is where the second position on agriculture in Africa comes in. It is
much more pessimistic regarding the prospect of making the necessary gains
in this sector. Instead, it points to the inevitability that African countries will
become increasingly dependent on imports of food from other countries. The
facts tend to support this scenario. Figure 3 shows the downward agricultural
production trend in the region. In less than forty years, sub-Saharan Africa
has gone from a net exporter of basic food crops to a region already depen-
dent on food imports. For instance, between 1966 and 1970 net agricultural
export from the region averaged 1.3 million tons per year, one-quarter of
which was cereals. By the end of the 1970s, the trend had been reversed.
Instead of exporting crops, sub-Saharan Africa was importing no less than
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4.4 million tons of food crops, a figure that more than doubled by the mid-
1980s (Paolino 1987). A decade later, Wiggins (2000) reports, the import of
food crops had gone up to twelve million tons. As Larsson (2004) shows, this
is in stark contrast to Asia. Between 1961 and 2001 per capita cereal pro-
duction in that region grew by 24 percent; in sub-Saharan Africa during that
same time, it decreased by 13 percent. There are many reasons why agricul-
ture in Africa is declining. At the global level, continued subsidies of farmers
in OECD countries cause an overproduction that presses prices on agricul-
tural produce, not the least cereals, to a level that is unattractive to producers
in other countries. The problem with the world market today for Africa’s
rural producers, therefore, is not that prices are too volatile, but they are too
stable at a low level. Another reason is the drudgery of farming associated
with an elementary technology like hoe cultivation. Young men, especially
if they have gone to school for a few years, will not choose to remain on
the farm, but seek employment and income elsewhere, preferably in the city.
I am ready to hypothesize that the more governments invest in education
in the rural areas, the more they undermine the prospects for growth in
agriculture.

Bryceson (1996; 2002) has conceptualized what is going on in rural Africa
as a dual process of de-agrarianization and de-peasantization, implying that
not only is agricultural production declining, but so is the social coher-
ence of the peasantry. De-peasantization, of course, is not a new process
in some parts of the region like southern Africa, where migration from
the rural areas to the mining centers has gone on for a long time. In
1913, for instance, 80 percent of South Africa’s population was forced into
13 percent of its land area, the objective being that Africans would pri-
marily serve as a labor reserve. A similar policy, albeit on a less ambitious
scale, was adopted in Kenya in order to serve the interest of the European
settlers. In other African countries, this process of de-peasantization began
much later, but has become a significant feature of the social scene that is
not identical everywhere. For instance, in countries with high population
density, like Burundi, Rwanda, and Uganda, there is less mobility to the
cities and greater inclination to find jobs outside the farm while still resid-
ing there. This is also true for eastern Nigeria, where villages are turned
into townships and market centers because of increased reliance on income
from other sources than agriculture. In other countries, off-farm opportu-
nities are often more difficult to come by in the rural areas and people
have to go in search of alternative sources of income all the way to the
cities.

De-agrarianization refers to the fact that agriculture plays an increas-
ingly less important role as a primary source of income for rural dwellers in
Africa. For reasons already discussed, peasant producers find few incentives
in the current market situation. Other activities are often more rewarding,
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even if they do not necessarily offer certainty in the long run. The stud-
ies that Bryceson and her colleagues have carried out indicate that rural
households do not abandon agriculture altogether. In fact, there is evidence
that they become increasingly concerned about securing their own food
from the farm. Thus, the old subsistence ethic is kept alive and reduces
the costs that they otherwise have to incur for purchasing food. In the
absence of large-scale irrigation of the type that is prevalent in Asian coun-
tries agriculture in Africa is more dependent on climatic variations. This
leaves rural households exposed to high risks in case of drought or any
other natural calamity. Food aid becomes necessary to prevent famine.
De-agrarianization – and its ensuing emphasis on subsistence – means
that a growing percentage of the urban population has to be fed through
imports.

Looking at African agriculture through the political economy lens, it is
clear that neither state nor market has succeeded in developing, let alone
transforming, it. The relations of dependence between state and producer
that had been created in colonial days were largely undone in the post-
independence periods – ironically, by those who most emphasized the role
of the state in development. The informalization of relations of power that
followed the nationalist takeover was easier to escape. In spite of being more
affected by the market today, the strategy of peasant households has been to
diversify their sources of income, thereby leaving them hard to capture for
the benefit of national development. The rest of this chapter will discuss the
implications of this situation for the formation of a civil society in African
countries.

implications for civil society

Fifteen years ago, civil society was largely absent from political science liter-
ature. The first to really draw attention to it in the context of African politics
was Bratton (1989). Today, it is one of the most frequently used concepts.
Authors typically assume that civil society is made up of the associational
life organized between family and state. The problem with its usage is that
authors take it for granted. Most discussions about civil society never really
problematize or even operationalize the concept. Furthermore, few examine
the underlying social structures on which associations are founded. Hence
the concept of civil society is stretched to a point where it could mean every-
thing and, therefore, nothing. With the understanding of African politics and
society we have today, there is reason to be more circumspect or careful in the
use of the concept. Authors who have expressed this view already include
Mamdani (1996) and contributors to a volume edited by Kasfir (1998).
The discussion here recognizes the importance of examining associational
life in Africa in the light of underlying social structures and identifying
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the challenges to building civil society in the context of an economy of
affection.

Current Social Structures

It may be pretentious to suggest that what has happened to Africa’s social
structures in the past twenty years can be summarized in a few pages. Being
the first to admit this, I will, nonetheless, attempt to identify what I consider
to be the principal features of African society today. I try to do it with
reference to the following points: (a) growing social instability, (b) greater
social stratification, and (c) continued informalization.

Growing social instability manifests itself in different ways. Urban migra-
tion is one such important manifestation, but equally important is the con-
centration of people into city slums where crime in combination with poverty
makes living transient and insecure. Although urban-rural transfers have
connected urban to rural living for a long time, the literature has tended to
treat rural and urban as two separate categories. Mamdani (1996), as late
as only a few years ago, laments the absence of a link between the urban
and rural areas once the nationalist movement had reached its objective of
seizing power from the colonial authorities. This distinction between rural
and urban held for the first two decades after independence, but with life
in rural and urban areas becoming more challenging after structural adjust-
ment policies were introduced, it is no longer as clear. As suggested earlier,
people in the rural areas no longer rely on cultivating the land only. Further-
more, urban residents often grow their own food. Despite the concentration
of people, urban agriculture is quite common and residents make sure that
they have access to at least a plot for growing vegetables in their immediate
vicinity.

People, however, are increasingly unable to cater for themselves. Most
people do not earn enough to make a decent living. Traditional family struc-
tures are breaking down as the physical distance between members of the
household grows with migration. Morris MacLean (2003) noted this with
reference to Ghana where the safety net that had always been the extended
family system broke down in the 1980s. Diouf (1996:230) quotes the Sene-
galese newspaper, Le Soleil, commenting on life in Dakar:

Senegalese society has known profound upheavals that occasionally have dramatic
repercussions for familial structure. The Senegalese family forms a very important
social group in a strongly hierarchical agrarian society. Today, with all order of
change, the family has been completely transformed and, with it, parental authority
is lax, indeed permissive, if not gone altogether.

Despite the positive role that solidarity structures like the Muslim Sufi broth-
erhoods have played in both social and political life in Senegal, there is a



P1: ndz
0521856167c07 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:47

152 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

decline in the importance of family and kinship authority when it comes to
social discipline (Clark 1999; Villalon 1999). This has resulted in two phe-
nomena. One is the growth of crime and violence, organized or spontaneous.
Unemployed youth, many of them educated and frustrated, constitute a fer-
tile recruiting ground for politicians and others in search of groups of people
that can help intimidate opponents or enemies. The battles between political
gangs in Brazzaville, the capital of the Republic of Congo, have been par-
ticularly fierce and threatening (Bazenguissa-Ganga 1999). This increased
level of violence has made life, especially in urban areas, more insecure, but
it is replicated in the rural areas in many countries. For instance, the sungu
sungu vigilante groups that were initially established to stop cattle rustling
in rural Tanzania soon became a common way of organizing self-defense in
other parts of the country, including the cities (Tripp 1997:12).

The other phenomenon is the increased reliance on religious prophets
for personal security. Prophetic movements are not new to Africa and
have emerged among Christians as well as Muslims. They have been most
likely to rise in situations of crisis. Thus, for instance, early colonial-
ism created the conditions of insecurity that encouraged Africans to seek
salvation in prophetic movements. Dini ya Msambwa – a local prophet
with his own church – in Kenya is one case in point. Structural adjust-
ment and the uncertainty stemming from greater social mobility, includ-
ing the threat of HIV/AIDS, lie behind the resurgence of such prophetic
movements in recent years. Many of the adherents or members of these
movements come from established religious orders, but find that the lat-
ter fail to provide the personal salvation that charismatic prophets can
offer. The effect of these movements and groups is largely one of escapism.
People devote so much time to the obligations associated with mem-
bership that there is little, if any, time left for participation in public
affairs.

Growing social stratification is another consequence of structural adjust-
ment. People can no longer satisfy their needs or solve their livelihood prob-
lems in the village. Off-farm sources of income are available only at a distance
and not accessible without a personal connection. Investment in reciprocal
relations, therefore, typically involves accepting an asymmetrical relation-
ship of dependence on a patron or broker. Because of the diversification of
income opportunities, these patrons or brokers are not necessarily present
within the existing kinship structure. It may become necessary to cultivate
a relationship with someone more distant, even a stranger. It is not unusual
for a European or American living in an African city to be approached by a
young man – or, sometimes, a woman – who is requesting a favor, typically
in the form of cash money, but at times involving sponsorship of a relative’s
education. The affective networks that people are ready to invest in today are
much wider than in the past, although also more fickle. By becoming more
and more vertical, that is, involving a patron and a client, and revolving
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around issues that cannot be solved locally, there is a greater moral hazard
associated with the economy of affection today than was the case in the past.
This doesn’t mean that pooling within local communities has disappeared.
Such practices continue, but they are no longer the only dominant feature of
the economy of affection.

The fact that there is a growing social stratification in rural Africa with
some peasants having been obliged to sell their farms and already well-to-do
farmers taking them over is itself a reason for the expansion of the economy
of affection. Landlessness has not yet created a situation of social alienation
in which a proletariat is emerging. The poor remain wedded to reciprocal
exchanges in which they trust that someone with more resources than them-
selves will provide the necessary support. This may one day turn out to be all
in vain; now, however, Africans prefer to cope within the parameters of an
economy of affection rather than removing themselves completely from the
prospect of being socially recognized by someone who personally responds
to their request for help.

The notion that the objective conditions for social class differentiation
exist in Africa today is possible to sustain only if one ignores completely the
importance of the informal relations inherent in the economy of affection.

Informalization is the third phenomenon that characterizes the social
structures in Africa today. It may at first glance look like an irony, but
exposure to the market in the past twenty years has not turned people into
autonomous individuals making decisions on their own without regard for
others. On the contrary, the uncertainty that market exposure has brought
to their lives has reinforced reliance on the economy of affection. Peasant
producers in Africa are potentially responsive to prices, but it is not the only
consideration that they make. They are quite comfortable having one leg
in the market, the other in the social fold that is the economy of affection.
Diversification is an important component of a social or political strategy
aimed at building or soliciting support. No one wishes to place all eggs in
one basket, nor pursue only one option.

This means that people make investments in relations that typically go
contrary to formal rules and regulations. A seeks the support of B in order
to get a favor, but A does not follow the formal rule that decrees other-
wise. From a structural point of view, this informalization is driven by
poverty and the sense of urgency to satisfy a need that it causes. From
an institutional perspective, it may be explained with reference to path
dependency. People know that the economy of affection works and it
is the most cost-effective manner to get something done. From a strate-
gic point of view, informal relations make sense because they are direct
and in the eyes of the individual actor, therefore, more trustworthy than
reliance on abstract rules. Chabal and Daloz (1999) are correct in assert-
ing that there is a social logic in African societies that defeats the conven-
tional notions we have of how political order is being established. Creating



P1: ndz
0521856167c07 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:47

154 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

self-enforcing networks that draw on the resources and opportunities pro-
vided by the formal institutions has become, if anything, more urgent in the
context of economic and political competition. Multiparty politics invites
actors to engage in the economy of affection in order to maximize their
chances of winning. The question is what the consequences are for building
democracy.

Challenges for Civil Society

Given the prevalence of premodern social structures, what are the implica-
tions for the study of civil society in Africa? Where are the boundaries of
the concept in societies in which the line between private and public, for-
mal and informal, is not very precise but, in fact, is very often intentionally
obscured. Drawing on the discussion of what African society and economy is
like today, I shall focus on the following issues: (a) what are the prospects for
associational life? (b) to what extent can this associational life be converted
into a civil society? and (c) what contribution can organizations outside the
state and the private sector make to development?

The first issue is important because it raises the question of how far there
is scope for formally registered organizations in which local people have a
stake. There used to be member organizations such as cooperative societies
and trade unions, but they were by and large neutralized by political patrons
who preferred to treat them as instruments of control in their own hands
(Cruise O’Brien 1975). Not only did this trend facilitate misappropriation of
funds belonging to the members, but it also extinguished the trust that people
had previously had quite painstakingly built up in their own local organi-
zations before independence. Corrupt leaders of these organizations were
often re-elected in spite of such practices because they could use resources
to pacify critics and buy the support of their own clients (Hyden 1973).
Any trust people were ready to extend to others, once political patrons had
penetrated the cooperatives, was based on direct forms of reciprocity. This
meant restricting the social space within which trust would operate and limit
the possibility of using secondary types of organization to achieve objectives
that transcended primary forms of social organization. In short, the oppor-
tunities for the growth of associational life were pretty much closed after
independence.

Has this situation changed today? Structural adjustment and demands for
democratic forms of governance challenge the claim to monopoly of power
that political leaders make. In this sense, the structural and institutional
opportunities are more congenial than in the 1970s, when associational life
had been pretty much closed down across Africa. What is clear is that asso-
ciational life has been slow in rebounding. It remains fragmented, factional,
and sectional in ways that renders its aggregate contribution to development
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of new forms of governance very marginal (Lewis 1992). Tripp (1997:199)
may be right in questioning the extent to which these new associations are
marginal, because, in her view, they mean a lot to their members. In short,
these associations should not be underestimated. In Senegal, Ivory Coast,
and Zambia, to mention only a few cases, associations have failed to be
effective in influencing policy and demanding democracy (Patterson 1998).
The most successful example in recent years may be the contribution that
voluntary associations have made to constitutional and political reform in
Kenya. There are at least two reasons why associations have been so often
unsuccessful in bringing about political reform.

The first is the increased diversification of income that characterizes the
African household. It means that members are preoccupied with scrambling
together an existence in the informal sector. Their self, as Kelsall (2003)
notes, is fragmented; their ability to engage in collective action at best spo-
radic. In short, their everyday activities do not lend themselves easy to orga-
nization and coordination with others. This only occurs at a point when
the informal activities become formalized, because of legal requirement. The
formalization of the informal taxi and bus business in African cities is a case
in point. The matatu (pirate taxi) vehicle owners in Nairobi have become
a significant voice in the discussion about transport in the city after hav-
ing initially been ignored because of their lack of formal status (Lee-Smith
1989). The majority of people in the urban areas, however, continue to seek
a living on their own in small business activities that have yet to develop to
the point where association with others make sense (Tranberg Hansen and
Vaa 2003). Diversification and fragmentation of economic activities con-
tinue to limit the incentives for people to form associations in ways that
they used to do when their source of income was more concentrated and
permanent.

The second reason is that the level of trust has declined so much in both
urban and rural Africa that the interest in seeking out others in order to
pursue a joint project is much less than it used to be. There has been a
significant loss of social capital, partly as a result of the misappropriation
of member funds, referred to above, partly because of the accelerated social
change that has taken place in the past twenty years. As will be further
discussed in Chapter Eight, women are among the few that show trust in each
other, albeit even among them in small circles. Religion provides a foundation
for social trust. Muslim brotherhoods and church-based organizations tend
to have a vitality and strength that are not found in other contexts. Even in
these relative strongholds of social capital, however, not everything is fine.
Particularly troublesome to many followers is the extent to which religion
has become politicized as a result of an intensified proselytization especially
among radical and evangelical sects (Villalon 1999). This may have had
the effect of strengthening the internal solidarity of each group, but it has
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also polarized society and made communications across denominations more
difficult.

So, what are the prospects of converting this type of associational life
into a civil society? This question is relevant as long as we don’t assume that
civil society and general society are one. This distinction is made in order to
confine the notion of civil to the organized activities that aim at articulating
opinions on public issues. Moreover, a society is civil if there is sufficient
evidence of dialogue and tolerance of others participating in the discourse.
Without a specification along such lines, the notion of a civil society makes
little sense.

It was suggested at the end of Chapter Four that there is a distinction
between the kinds of civic communicative space that Habermas (1979) and
others associate with a functioning democracy and the affective space that
characterizes African society. The former encourages discourse on issues
of principle with a claim to universal validity. The latter tends to foster
compliance and a preference for claims to validity based on concrete and
tangible results. There is reason to return to this distinction here.

Civic space is the outgrowth of a society in which thinking long-term,
accepting abstract rules, and acknowledging interdependence as a positive
rather than negative phenomenon comes naturally to the individual. Such
a society is inevitably modern, relies on a market-based economy, and rests
on the principle of rule of law. Furthermore, it is a society in which there
is relative plenty. Civicness is more easily promoted in conditions of plenty
than in poverty. For these reasons, civic space is more extensively present in
developed societies that are also consolidated democracies. Affective space is
more prominent in societies that are still characterized by premodern features
in which the formal institutions of a market economy are weak; the idea
that there are rules that are independent of human agency is not widely
embraced.

This dichotomization of civic and affective spaces amounts to the cre-
ation of two ideal types. Reality, of course, is more complex. So most soci-
eties function with a bit of each present. Still, there is reason to assume that
turning associational life into a functioning civil society along the lines of
civic communicative space is going to prove more difficult wherever poverty
and premodern features of society dominate. The emphasis on immediate
and tangible results tends to make organizations more vulnerable. Because
the main reason for their existence is not a universal cause, but serving a
particular local interest or preference, these organizations rest on a shallow
foundation of legitimacy. Furthermore, they are often dominated by a single
individual with persuasive personal qualities. Because of this concentration
on the role of the founder, relations in nongovernmental organizations also
tend to be easily personalized. Criticism is discouraged and seen as a sign of
disloyalty. Rules and procedures are often ignored in order to make things
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work the way the leader wants it. In short, many of the features that are
identified with the Big Man syndrome in politics can be found also in asso-
ciational life outside government. These problems do not only just apply to
development-oriented organizations, but also to many groups that devote
themselves to the promotion of human rights. In spite of a rhetorical com-
mitment to a universal principle such as a civil or political right, these
organizations often end up being quite parochial and sectional in their
practice.

What expectations should we have regarding the contributions to develop-
ment that associations outside government and the private sector can make?
In recent years, Africans as well as agencies in the international community
have been inclined to look more and more to the voluntary sector as the
answer to the region’s development crisis. There are three problems, how-
ever, with the current tendency to place so much confidence in this sector.
The first is the overemphasis that is being placed on these organizations
as service deliverers. The second is the dominance of international NGOs as
intermediaries between government and community. The third is the absence
in African society of the factors that keep modern organizations going.

It is hard to escape the impression that in many circles, not the least in
the international development agencies, civil society has become a mecha-
nism of last resort for development. Many of these agencies, not the least the
United States Agency for International Development (USAID), are tired of
the ineptness of African governments and they realize that economic liberal-
ism notwithstanding, the private sector in most countries in the region is still
a long way away from playing a leading role in development. The NGOs
have become especially prominent in the service sector where they play an
increasingly important role in education as well as health delivery. Accord-
ing to one source (Semboja and Therkildsen 1995:17), donor funding of
the voluntary sector rose from U.S.$1.04 billion to U.S.$2.13 between 1980
and 1988. This growth is almost five times higher than that for total offi-
cial development assistance (ODA) to governments, which actually declined
quite considerably during the 1990s. Although ODA has since rebounded,
a large chunk of the overall development assistance is being handled
by NGOs.

This means that a heavier burden of development work now rests on
the shoulders of these NGOs. Their activities are being funded in two
different ways. One is through contracts with a donor government for
the implementation of a specific program or project that it is committed
to supporting; the other is by contracting with an African government.
In both cases, the NGOs become implementation agencies with report-
ing responsibility to a particular government. Many analysts lament this
arrangement because it reduces the role of these organizations as interme-
diaries on behalf of the people. NGO leaders are usually aware of this
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critique and try to counter it by engaging in participatory forms of prob-
lem analysis before engaging in implementation. Even so, the argument that
NGOs are somehow caught in links to governments and, therefore, can-
not speak out when witnessing abuses of power and other shortcomings
in government operations cannot be whisked aside altogether. As agen-
cies that could contribute to the formation of civic values in environments
where they are overshadowed by affective ones, they are not doing very
much.

One reason why this does not happen is that most NGOs in Africa are
international and lack a local support base. Even those organizations like
Oxfam, which raise money from citizens in developed countries, find that
they have difficulties reaching the local communities in African countries.
The best that they can do is to work with community-based organizations.
This means that it is civil society rather than the state that is bifurcated
today. The civic values that international organizations bring to Africa from
their home base are not insignificant, but the challenge is how they may
be disseminated and can take root in this more inhospitable setting. One
organization that has experimented with this is Oxfam-Canada, which has
run a program to harness voluntarism in countries in the Horn of Africa
and, especially, Ethiopia. The experience shows that voluntarism requires
charismatic leadership and usually some independent wealth in order to
grow. The best opportunities tend to exist in relation to perceived popu-
lar needs, particularly in education and health (Hyden and Hailemariam
2003).

The problem that these international NGOs encounter in dealing with
local communities is that the latter are quite excited about the attention
that they get. As a result, popular expectations climb. Fulfilling them within
the specific parameters of a small-scale project may not be overly difficult,
but sustaining the effort beyond such a timeline proves to be much harder.
Because the local people and their leaders do not have the tools of anal-
ysis that their modernist counterparts in the international NGO commu-
nity have, very little tends to happen once the externally funded activity
is over. The real challenge, therefore, is how to develop the mind-set that
makes these communities capable of doing development work on a sustained
basis.

This takes us to the third problem, which is that in the absence of the basic
features of modernity, African society is not a very congenial environment for
the growth of social movements that cut across the bonds of primary social
organizations. Nor does this environment easily foster other such important
values for the growth of civil society as transparency, accountability, and
reflexivity. The antiapartheid movement in South Africa is the closest that any
popular initiative has come in that direction. It operated in an environment
in which people had been sufficiently alienated from their roots so that in
the face of an easily perceived common enemy – racism – people could come
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together and fight for a common cause based on the principle of justice and
freedom for all.

In other African countries, it has been much more difficult to mobi-
lize popular support for general causes, be that protecting the environ-
ment, promoting human rights, or fighting HIV/AIDS. In communities where
local space is what people know, there is a natural tendency to fall back
upon the security that lies in not getting involved in anything that implies
challenging hegemonic local norms. It is safer to lie low than to stick
one’s neck out. The exit option is more attractive than the voice option
(Hirschman 1970). This is not to imply that people in the local commu-
nities are cowards, only to suggest that in the prevailing circumstances
it is fully understandable and rational if they shun involvement in the
issues that the modern world gets excited about. As Galvan (2002) has
convincingly demonstrated, people in the rural areas can relate to their
local enviornment in creative ways by reinventing traditions to suit mod-
ern demands. The “syncretic” institutions that they so create are meaningful
and help them navigate the difficult terrains associated with social change.
Yet, these institutional creations remain not only local but also driven by
a premodern logic that limits their potential for replication on a national
basis.

conclusions

The paradox of African society today is that there has been little development
but a lot of social change. Most of what has happened in Africa is not
the result of grand design but of millions of Lilliputians trying to achieve
what is rational from their microperspective. Small is beautiful in Africa;
it is untouched in respects that are not found in the world where global
capitalism has already institutionalized a system capable of capturing rich
and poor alike. Small is problematic in Africa because it has not been fully
captured and, therefore, is not forced to respond to manipulations of the
system in the same way or to the same extent as elsewhere in the world. For
the individual or the local community, this is a blessing. For the country it
is, if not a curse, a serious structural obstacle.

One serious consequence of this state of affairs is the decline that agri-
culture has suffered. This process may be beyond the point at which it can
be reversed by better policy or offer more attractive incentives to farmers.
There are likely to be only isolated pockets of viable small-scale agricul-
ture left where men and women will share in the task of tilling the land. In
most of Africa, agriculture, where it is not going to be taken over by com-
mercial and capitalist-oriented farmers, will be left in the hands of women
who have little time to devote to this task other than what is necessary
for subsistence. It is impossible to ignore the de-agrarianization argument
altogether.
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Urban migration and the prospect of capturing the small for the benefit
of the system because they live in an environment without the same access
to the means of subsistence may at first glance sound more feasible. A closer
examination of what happens in urban Africa, however, contradicts any
such optimism. The vast majority of these migrants end up self-employed in
the informal sector where they are no easier to capture than on the farm.
They may struggle to make a living even more than they did in the village,
but they prefer the anonymity that urban residence provides. This does not
mean that they cease making contacts with others. In fact, much of what
people do is investing in relations with others as part of making a living.
In the informal sector, the formal system does not reach them easily, so
affective networking makes sense. Even if the moral hazard is much greater
in any such investments in the open urban environment than it is in the
more enclosed rural community, the prospect of gain is higher with direct
reciprocal exchanges than relying on formal institutions to deliver the same
benefits.

What social exchange theory has taught us in this chapter is that relations
of dependence that generate viable power structures for development are
cumbersome to create. The power deficit that can be easily identified in
African countries stems from the ability of so many people to escape relations
of dependence. From a development policy perspective, people in the rural
as well as urban areas are largely uncaptured. What is more, there is no
corporate system to redress this shortcoming. African countries continue to
be ruled through complicated but fragile social networks that cost a lot of
time and money to sustain.

It is in the light of these anomalous social formations that the prospect
for a civil society should be analyzed. Africa already has a rich associa-
tional life at community level, but these many organizations remain gen-
erally parochial in orientation. They cater for small groups and deal with
demands that require immediate solution. Their rationale, therefore, is gen-
erally based on reciprocities, i.e. people trying to help each other, rather than
hierarchically organized priorities pursued in a systematic fashion. There is
rarely such a thing as a plan of operation and wherever it exists, it is typ-
ically the result of demands made by funding agencies. The role of such
plans in day-to-day management, however, is minimal. While these fea-
tures are especially manifest in the countryside, they do exist also in the
urban environment, which, as we have seen above, is an extension of the
rural rather than a social sphere constituted separately. The main differ-
ence is that the urban Africa has far more externally induced organiza-
tions than the countryside has. To be sure, there are many urban orga-
nizations like the hometown associations in Nigeria that are indigenous
but they tend to have a parochial objective – that of helping the home
community develop. The urban enviornment in Africa, therefore, is char-
acterized by two types of organizations – the externally induced NGO and
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the internally induced community service organization. None of these is
especially well placed to contribute to the growth of a civic sphere and thus
a true civil society. Yet, it is in these rather inhospitable circumstances that
private and voluntary actors have to try to make progress. A focus on the
role of women in public life will help illustrate this further.
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Gender and Politics

If the analysis of the agrarian question in Africa suggests that peasants can
circumvent relations of dependence because their reliance on the state and
other external agencies is weak, the opposite tends to be the case in gender
relations. A woman may be able to divorce her husband, but even in such a
scenario she is likely to be subjected to control by other males. In societies,
therefore, where control of women is vital not only for social reproduction
but also for economic reasons, their emancipation is fraught with special
hurdles. This chapter will analyze the constraints that women encounter
and discuss the progress they are making despite these many hurdles. As
such, it will draw on social exchange theory to examine both symmetrical
and asymmetrical, informal reciprocal relations.

Gender came to the forefront as a public issue in Africa in the 1980s. It
was a reflection on what was happening elsewhere in the world. The role of
women in politics and development got a special boost from the international
conferences that the United Nations organized in Copenhagen 1980 and
Nairobi 1985 in order to showcase this theme as a concern of all. The idea
of holding the second international conference in Nairobi was deliberate.
The situation of women in Africa was generally considered critical. Not only
were women poor, but they also carried a heavy burden of work on the land.
Furthermore, in a cultural context where group rather than individual rights
tended to prevail, their status was generally of secondary importance. They
had difficulty gaining the recognition they deserved for their contribution to
development.

The literature on gender tends to be as prescriptive as it is analytical;
the one that deals with women in Africa is no exception. Most writers are
women and the subject matter invites an understandable moral concern. It
sets the conditions of women against those of men and points to the long
legacy of discrimination, if not oppression, that has characterized gender
relations for generations. Much of the analysis is cast in materialist terms,
pointing to the adverse consequences the growth of a capitalist economy has

162
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had on the status and role of women. The main thrust of this literature is
emancipatory: Women should be given equal status with men and the same
rights.

Another question in Africa-focused literature concerns the extent to which
the conditions of women are the same there as in other parts of the world.
Is the gender issue one that is best tackled in universalist terms, or is
there a rationale for being culture-sensitive and ready to accept a mea-
sure of relativism? This has become a particularly important issue with
regard to women’s reproductive rights. Because female genital mutilation
is practiced in certain parts of Africa but is an issue that feminists else-
where condemn as a violation of a woman’s integrity and rights, the ques-
tion has arisen: How far is it best tackled? Should it be confronted by
African women who understand the cultural context of these practices, or
by an international movement of female activists who reject it on principle
grounds only?

A third distinction in the literature is between authors who focus on
women in development and others who approach the subject primarily from
the point of view of their participation in politics. It seems a fair assessment
that the literature in the 1980s focused more on the former while, since the
1990s, the interest has shifted more toward the rights of women in public
life. As such, it is more political in nature.

The purpose of this chapter is to try to do justice to the variations that
exist in the literature, yet arrive, like previous chapters, at some aggre-
gate statement about where it has taken us until today. In accordance
with the premise underlying the analysis in this volume, women in pol-
itics cannot be fully understood without first looking at the underlying
structural conditions that determine the issue. Thus, the discussion will
focus on four important dimensions of women in politics and develop-
ment in Africa. The first is the demographic dimension. Of special impor-
tance is the way marriages are transacted because it has implications for
property rights and inheritance. The transactions in sub-Saharan Africa
are different from those in Asia and Europe, leaving women in Africa
with a different structural hurdle to overcome. The second is the economic
dimension. Especially important are women’s efforts to circumvent hin-
drances and develop their own means of earning an income, individu-
ally or in cooperation with others. The third is the sociological dimen-
sion, which acknowledges the fuzzy boundary that exists between things
private and public and the implications this has for the role of women in
politics and development, especially for the pursuit of their rights. Finally,
there is the political dimension, which focuses on women’s participation in
development as well as in public life. It deals with the ambivalent view that
women have toward politics given the low credibility that politicians have
and the cost that active participation in politics carries for their personal
reputations.
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the demographic dimension

The African family is changing in the light of increased social mobility and
other factors such as the HIV/AIDS epidemic and the economic reform pro-
cess. This change affects everyone, but the burden of coping with it tends to
fall especially hard on the female members of the family. One sympathetic
African observer puts their situation in the following language:

Forced to contend with the simultaneous omnipresence and instability of the African
family, they [women] desperately attempt to fit innumerable obligations into their
schedule. They take care of the home and the housework, earn an income, deal with
the budget, savings, and investments, negotiate tensions among family members, and
ensure the multiple connections between city and village. They have little time for
dreams and are often deprived of the minimal amount of solitude that every human
being requires. (Monga 1998:131)

Women anywhere in the world would probably find themselves able to relate
to this predicament. The purpose of this section is to explore the extent
to which the explanation for what happens to women in Africa might be
found in the sphere of social reproduction. As various authors mentioned in
previous chapters argue, premodern structures continue to exist at the local
village level and extend their influence to much of the urban environment
as well. The kinship structures continue to be influential when it comes to
social and economic behavior. There are at least two respects in which the
demographic dimension in Africa differs from that of other regions. The first
is the extent to which kinship is of importance not only in terms of social
organization, but also as relations of production. The second is the way
marriages are contracted in Africa, which differs from the patterns prevailing
in Asia, Europe, and the Americas.

Kinship Structures and Women

There are various ways of explaining the role that kinship structures play in
Africa. This book has largely explained it in terms of how they affect formal
institutions. Being at the roots of the economy of affection, these structures
are responsible for capturing formal economic and political institutions and
embedding them in a social logic that runs counter to the rationale of modern
organizations. Drawing on Marxian ideas, one can also explain the role of
kinship structures as applying both to infrastructure and superstructure at
the same time. As Meillassoux (1975) argues, social hierarchy in premodern
societies without a state system is not based on the control of the means of
production. Instead, it is the system of social reproduction that is dominant
by allocating authority to those who control the system of marriage alliances
through which the basic cells of society are reproduced. Other authors, like
Rey (1973) and Godelier (1977) who write in a similar vein, generally agree
with the observation that wherever the laborer has not been separated from
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the means of production, the key to understanding social structures and how
they influence behavior must be sought in social ties that are more directly
personal. Whether these social relations are taken to be basically egalitarian
or inegalitarian – and authors differ on this subject – they must nonetheless
be personal.1

No one suggests today that the lineage mode of production exists in its
pristine form in contemporary Africa. Rather, the point is that it continues
to be an enduring influence on society because the kinship structures have
yet not been captured and replaced by either market or state. None of these
institutions has emerged as dominating society. This means that relations of
social reproduction continue to overshadow the importance of relations of
production, which manifests itself in various ways. Families are allowed to
grow independently of what they can afford. In other words, the notion of
the cost of living does not serve as a break on family size in the way it does
in societies where families are captured by the market. African governments
typically do not have family planning policies that they take seriously, and
state influence over social reproduction is virtually nil. The demographic
transition that we have seen in other regions of the world is still, at best, a
distant phenomenon. More money does not necessarily mean fewer children
and nuclearization of the family. It continues to mean the opposite: more
children and more dependants.

Another manifestation is the widespread phenomenon of self-employ-
ment, especially in the informal sector. Because African families are not
closed and nuclearized types of social organization, members do not share
an economic destiny. As anthropologists have told us, in the past there
was always the possibility of exiting, that is, leaving the place of origin
because land was insufficient and then establishing oneself on new and
unoccupied land (Kopytoff 1987). This process, if anything, has intensi-
fied as land is becoming in increasingly short supply and opportunities
have opened up for life in the urban areas. Self-employment in the urban
informal sector is in many respects the modern equivalent of the move-
ment on the social frontier in precolonial Africa, which colonial author-
ities tried to either end or, at least, control by moving people into state-
controlled settlements. Since independence, the original logic has come back
and explains why urban life for most Africans is foremost an extension
of what they learned in the rural areas. Evasion and migration – the exit
option – remains very much part of the African political tradition today
(Kelsall 2003).

1 Even when classes are attributed to premodern, segmentary societies, these classes are con-
ceived in a different way from those that emerge under capitalism. As Terray (1975) argues,
whereas elders, juniors, and women may form classes in such societies, they are not antago-
nistic in the same sense as are the bourgeoisie and the proletariat (see also Kahn and Llobera
1981).
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With relations of social reproduction being dominant – and certainly not
yet subordinated to those of capitalist relations of production – the position
of women is more influenced by premodern rather than modern institutions.
Men acquire women because they are both the means of economic produc-
tion and the means of social reproduction. They are responsible for ensuring
the subsistence of the family, and it is through them that additional labor –
in the form of children – can be obtained. It is not the wealth of the woman
that matters, but her fertility. Being able to have children remains to this
day the sine qua non condition for a woman to stay in her marriage. For a
man not to have fathered his own children is still perceived in most circles
as a social embarrassment. Even if these attitudes may be changing among
members of the younger generation, especially the educated in the urban
areas, the majority view of women remains instrumentalist. Romantic love
between a man and a woman and respect for her integrity are values that
remain the exception rather than the rule in the African context.

Marriage by Alliance Rather than Descent

It is important to remind the reader that land has not differentiated the pop-
ulation in Africa, either within or between clans, into gentry, kulaks, poor
peasants, and serfs. The conditions of landlordism or feudalism has not
developed, not even in densely populated places like Northern Nigeria (Hill
1972). As Goody (1973:30) notes, the strategy of not letting one’s daughter
marry beneath her in terms of landed property has never really been an issue
in rural Africa. As the same author notes in a case study of the Gonja in north-
ern Ghana, Muslims marry commoners, the commoners marry chiefs, and
the chiefs, Muslims (Goody 1969:159). There are a few notable exceptions
to this practice. One is imperial Ethiopia, in which landlordism did develop
and created conditions under which marriages between lords and peasants
were inconceivable. Another is the interlacustrine kingdoms of Rwanda and
Burundi where a castelike stratification between the Tutsi aristocracy and
the Hutu commoners had developed, and intermarriages between the two
were prohibited (Lemarchand 1970).2 The marriage system in these societies
was closed.

Historically speaking, such closed systems have emerged wherever prop-
erty is differentiated; similarly, open systems have typically been found where
property is more evenly distributed. Marriage within specified social circles
is a strategy of isolation. Marriages without such prohibitions involve wider
exchanges or interchanges, and involve a leveling off because the prohibi-
tions are a form of redistribution. Consequently, what Goody (1973:32–33)

2 It is worth noting at the same time that this stratification in neighboring societies in the same
region did not produce an equivalent rigidity. Thus, among the other kingdoms where the
Hima aristocracy ruled, chiefs and princes often took wives among commoners.
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calls in-marriages tend to be associated with the complex stratification found
in European and Asian societies, whereas out-marriages are the norm in soci-
eties like those in Africa with a much simpler stratification.

To fully appreciate the difference between Africa, on the one hand, and
Eurasia, on the other, it is necessary to also consider how property was
transacted in marriages. In the stratified societies of the former two regions,
marriage tended to stress ancestry, descent, or filiation, whereas the emphasis
in Africa was laid on alliance or affinity. Wherever ancestry is more impor-
tant, the bride typically brings property to the marriage and is an heir to her
father. In this kind of situation, it becomes important to consider whom the
daughter is getting married to. The notion of matchmaking becomes rele-
vant. The fact that women are heirs to their father’s property tends to push
conjugal relationships in a monogamous direction. This individualizing form
of marriage is associated with the concept of love. Gluckman (1965) argues
that it is love that serves to separate both spouses from their kin, uniting them
into a conjugal team. Love has the effect of splitting society into spatially
distinct groups based upon monogamous unions. In polygynous societies,
love is controversial in the sense that if one wife is favored over others, the
task of managing the family unit becomes much more contested.

The position of women, therefore, differs between societies that practice
marriage by descent and by alliance. The conjugal union tends to be closer
in the former case, leaving the wife a captive of social pressures, but giving
her some clout by bringing property into the marriage and having access
to inheritance from her father. In the latter case, the union is looser and
may involve more than one wife. The woman is not incorporated into her
husband’s lineage – as in marriages by descent – but is linked with him in
a crosscutting conjugal unit in which she retains her identification with her
father’s lineage. Because the husband and his family pays the bridewealth,
he tends to have less commitment to a monogamous relationship and to
exercise stronger pressure on her to perform her dual role as an instrument
of production and social reproduction. Boserup (1970), from an economic
and technological perspective, has come to the conclusion that wherever
shifting cultivation prevails and the majority of agricultural work is done by
women, one can expect to find a high incidence of polygamy, and bridewealth
being paid by the future husband or his family. In contrast, wherever plow
cultivation is predominant and women do less agricultural work than men,
monogamous marriages are most common and the woman’s family usually
pays the dowry.

We can conclude this section by noting that in Eurasia, the wife has his-
torically been more dependent on the husband’s economic support, because
she has not been allowed to do anything besides being a homemaker. In
Africa, the situation has been – and still remains – different in the sense that
women continue to spend a lot of time cultivating the land while, at the
same time, being compelled to have many children and responsible for their
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well-being. The structural constraints operating on the African woman,
therefore, are especially heavy and make her social and political emanci-
pation doubly difficult.

the economic dimension

The fact that women in Africa work longer hours than men, in housekeep-
ing, caring for their children, fetching fuel wood and water, and tending the
fields, should come as no surprise given the demographic structures outlined
here. Women typically work sixteen hours per day due to their numerous
and diverse responsibilities (Kaul 1989). Another study shows that women
contribute three-fourths of the labor required to produce the food consumed
in Africa (Food and Agriculture Organization 1985). Further, aggregate data
indicate that African women provide about 90 percent of the labor for pro-
cessing food crops and providing households with water and fuel wood,
80 percent of the work in food storage and transport from farm to village,
90 percent of the work in hoeing and weeding, and 60 percent of the work
in harvesting and marketing (Lele 1991:50). Peasant men’s incomes rarely
augment the family diet and, even in the city, women provide significant
contributions to household budgets (Walu 1987; Schoepf and Walu 1991).
As Goheen (1991:244) argues in a study of the Nso in Cameroon, the point
is not that men are necessarily uninterested in the welfare of their families,
but rather that they are not held socially responsible for the family’s basic
food security. The men rarely purchase items routinely used on a daily basis
to prepare the family meals. When they purchase consumables, they tend to
select prestige supplements such as sugar, tea, white bread, or meat.

In economic terms, the average household in Africa is quite inefficient.
Men and women work independently of each other instead of cooperating
in ways that enhance its cohesiveness. Much of this inefficiency is at the
root of Africa’s current predicament. It is increasingly clear that wherever
husband and wife try to work together more closely as they do, for instance,
among the Chagga in Tanzania, the households are more successful and the
ethnic group itself benefits. It is no coincidence that the Chagga are often
compared to the Asian minority in East Africa precisely because they have
tighter family solidarity than among most other ethnic groups in the region.

The policy reforms that have enhanced the role of the market in devel-
opment have been at best a mixed blessing for Africa’s women. The new
economic situation has increased the insecurity of most households in both
rural and urban areas, which has translated into an even heavier burden of
work for women. The same trend that accompanied the growth of a capital-
ist economy and the emergence of a bourgeoisie is not applicable to Africa.
In Europe, this trend had the effect of making an example of the wife as a
homemaker, loyal to her husband within the confines of a monogamous mar-
riage. The neoliberal reforms in Africa have come at a time when precapitalist



P1: FBQ
0521856167c08 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:50

Gender and Politics 169

features of the economy continue to prevail: there is no real bourgeoisie to
speak of, and gender relations remain embedded in premodern structures.

What we have seen in recent years is not an embrace of the opportunities
for income that the market provides but a backing into it by force of cir-
cumstances. Women have had no choice but to enter the market in order to
supplement their own and their family’s income. Almost all of this supple-
mentary income activity is in the informal sector and is typically very small
in scale. Cooking and selling food on the sidewalk in the urban areas is one
such income-earning activity; dressmaking is another. Those who do not earn
enough from such businesses may have to sell their bodies in order to make
enough money to provide for their families. This is especially true for single
or divorced women but applies in extreme cases also to married women.
Because women enter the market out of poverty, they have little clout, and
often have no choice but to succumb to demands for sex by men with money.
All these women are fully aware of how they contract HIV/AIDS, but in a
situation of dependency, they are ready to take the risk rather than face their
family’s starving at home. Short-term rationality prevails over longer term
implications of behavior and choice.

One positive thing about the new situation is that women have realized
that they share a common predicament and that there is value in cooperating
with one another. Reference was made in Chapter Four to rotating credit and
savings societies as a phenomenon that has increased in popularity among
women. Such groups are particularly valuable because they provide a lump
sum that is often important for members who need to make an emergency
payment at a hospital, or pay school fees that are higher than what the
everyday cash balance permits. Because of its simplicity, this form of coop-
eration is easy to sustain. No one really ever runs away with the money and
the level of trust is high. The problem with the rotating credit and savings
model is that there is no real value added to the economy at large. It does
not contribute to economic growth, only to the sharing of existing resources.
Thus, women use it primarily as a coping mechanism. It allows them to stay
afloat.

Some women are more ambitious and another positive phenomenon in
the African economies today is the rise of an entrepreneurial cadre of women.
Some of these entrepreneurs operate in the domestic market only, but often
network in order to make more money. A study of women traders in Tanza-
nia showed that they established networks with friends and acquaintances to
solve specific business problems and to make their businesses more profitable
by assisting one another with transport, storage of goods, and even house-
hold work. This pooling of resources was all done on an informal basis but
worked quite effectively (Mattila 1992). Other female entrepreneurs have
taken up the import business. They go to the Middle East, Europe, or Asia
to purchase goods, for instance, textile materials and assorted specialized
products, such as hair creams, that are in demand in their local African
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markets. The women can buy these goods at sufficiently low discount prices
so that their travel costs are covered and they can still make a profit.

The more ambitious the business venture, the greater the probability that
it will be pursued on an individual instead of a cooperative basis. This propo-
sition seems to apply to the fledgling capitalism in Africa, in general, as well
as to women entrepreneurs, in particular. This does not mean that women
are not members of professional business associations. They are, but they
run their businesses as a private affairs. A study of African-owned businesses
in Kenya showed that pooling of resources, especially finance, occurs only
rarely (Marris and Somerset 1971). In Zambia, even the largest and most suc-
cessful businesses were run with solo-management and ownership (Beveridge
and Oberschall 1979). The main reason for this reluctance to establish pool-
ing arrangements seems to be the widespread fear that partners will cheat
in some way or try to take over. Related to these concerns, entrepreneurs
fear that people who have made investments in their businesses will interfere
in the detailed management of the day-to-day operations and thereby make
efficiency difficult to sustain. Further, the investing partner could regard the
so-called disappearance of their money into a common fund as evidence
that the entrepreneur-manager partner has squandered or stolen their assets
(Kennedy 1988:166). Indigenous African corporate businesses are few and
far apart. The Big Man mentality prevails also there.

Although many women have emerged as successful entrepreneurs they
have not escaped the difficulties that their male counterparts face. The vast
majority of these businesses are characterized by what Akeredolu-Ale (1975)
calls the profit-for-self-and-family approach, which he contrasts with the
profit-for-business-growth model. The former involves a focus on consump-
tion and subsistence; the latter is based on the desire for expansion and
growth. One is precapitalist in orientation, the other capitalist.

African society relies on direct reciprocal exchanges that are face-to-face
and most actors have great difficulty in placing their trust in abstract mar-
ket arrangements. There are very few precedents even for genuine family
businesses based on continuous, joint activity and ownership. Thus, it is
no surprise that there is even greater unwillingness to establish true cor-
porate forms of business arrangements as, for instance, Trulsson (1997)
found in a study of successful entrepreneurs in Tanzania. Chronic economic
and political insecurity in many African countries has often exacerbated
this phenomenon, but it is clear that it exists whether or not the coun-
try is characterized by political stability. It has much more to do with the
path dependency of informal institutions associated with a premodern soci-
ety. The lineage system remains, as Hart (1982) puts it, a fertility machine
that is being fueled through injections from more successful members of the
organization; the urban elite still actively supports a wide circle of less privi-
leged kinsmen. Dependency on others is the order of the day for both men and
women.
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There are attempts by members of the elite to break out of this pattern,
but the lack of trust in others and the presence of relatives and friends
expecting a share of the cake mean that the scope for capitalist devel-
opment from within Africa is limited (Iliffe 1983). Structural and insti-
tutional constraints remain such that the evolution of indigenous corpo-
rate business organizations is still not a very likely scenario in the near
future. To be sure, there are some African entrepreneurs who are ready to
cooperate with foreign investors, but even these ventures have been char-
acterized by problems. There have been difficulties in establishing mutual
trust and few of these relationships have lasted very long. It is worth
noting that male African entrepreneurs have attempted such collaborative
ventures more often than women. The latter have preferred to operate
individually.

In summarizing the points made in this section, there is much to suggest
that the economic burden of the majority of African women has grown in
the past two decades. Life has become harder for them and their chances
of doing something positive for themselves have diminished. Their daily
life is a continuous struggle to make ends meet. At the other end, there is
evidence that women with access to starting capital have entered the market
as entrepreneurs with a measure of success, although their contribution to
the strengthening of a modern economy is still marginal. They may run
profitable businesses, but like their male counterparts, they do not translate
into corporate structures that have the power to transform the social and
economic landscape in Africa.

the sociological dimension

Even though educated and successful business-minded women are trying to
emancipate themselves, the lives of the vast majority of women in Africa
continue to be dictated by a deeply entrenched tradition of patriarchy. This
tradition is particularly insidious in Africa because it is not formalized as in
other societies where laws for the domestic and the public realm have been
regularized. Formal laws in Africa have a very limited reach. Customary
law continues to dictate most social life. This means that there are always
ways around the formal legal system, especially on civil matters such as the
relations between husband and wife in a marriage.

Patriarchy typically refers to the deference due to males, but in the African
context reflects more specifically the relations of reproduction and produc-
tion that mandate that men have the right to control the property and lives
of women and juniors. This is endorsed in customary law throughout the
continent. Men continue to see their rights in these terms. The Big Man
phenomenon, described in Chapter Five, permeates both politics and soci-
ety from top to bottom. Such is the power of patriarchy, writes one ana-
lyst of the southern African scene, that female activities are almost always
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judged inferior to men’s: Where men deliberate and judge, women intrigue;
men exchange information, women gossip; men intercede with supernatural
forces, women are witches (Bennett 1995:80–81). This is the kind of social
reality that women live in and find hard to break out of. They have few
rights, if any, in the customary law. They have rights in the common or civil
law system that has been established by the colonial powers, but only a small
percentage of women are in a position to claim these rights. In fact, a major
problem for women in Africa is that more than one set of laws applies to
such issues as marriage and inheritance. Like state and civil society, the legal
system is bifurcated (Noergaard and Hilmer Pedersen 2002).

Customary law today has evolved over the years, but there are two prob-
lems that continue to afflict its application today. One is that judges in colo-
nial days did little to challenge the existing patriarchal tradition and with
social change brought about by capitalism and urbanization, the conditions
of women often deteriorated. As colonial officials tried to understand and
codify specific customary laws, they relied on senior men who were believed
to have the relevant information. They did not question the fact that these
elders interpreted the situation from their vantage point. The result was that
many intrafamilial rights and duties that had existed in precolonial days
were overlooked. Judges after independence have done little, if anything, to
challenge this legacy.

The second problem is the failure to unify the codification of customary
law. There are significant differences between ethnic groups due to variations
in the way that family and inheritance are socially organized. One such dif-
ference is between matrilineal and patrilineal societies. In anglophone Africa,
only Tanzania has succeeded in this effort of providing a unified system of
family laws based on customary principles. This is a compromise product
in the sense that it reflects basic features of most individual customary law
systems – and there are over a hundred of them in Tanzania – but it is also
different from local customs in some respects. Although it is now some thirty
years of age, the unified customary family code in Tanzania is a reinterpreta-
tion of old principles with a view to making them more relevant to modern
practices.

Even so, women who seek emancipation from their status as secondary
citizens in their own country, find customary principles – whether unified or
not – to be a hindrance to their cause. The struggle to overcome these obsta-
cles has been particularly intensive in southern Africa. In Zimbabwe, the
battle was initially over the locus standi of women in courts. According to
customary law, women were treated as minors, that is, like children who
could not appear before a judge without someone else speaking on their
behalf. An Age of Majority Act was passed in Zimbabwe in 1982, two years
after majority rule had been introduced, applying to persons subject to cus-
tomary law (McNally 1988). In Botswana, the battle for women’s rights
crystallized around a clause in the country’s constitution that prevented
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children of Tswana women married to foreigners to become citizens of the
country. Led by a few prominent female lawyers, women created a movement
to fight this clause, which they identified as discriminatory. After concerted
efforts to raise public consciousness and to lobby lawmakers in the parlia-
ment, the constitution was changed to allow children in such circumstances
to become Botswana citizens (Leslie 2003).

The constitution-making process in South Africa in the first half of the
1990s that produced the country’s new constitution in 1996 is especially
instructive here, because it brings to the fore the sharp differences between
modern and premodern principles that afflict all African countries. South
Africa is, of course, not typical of most of Africa, because for over three hun-
dred years, a white immigrant minority ruled the country. This meant that
there was a Roman-Dutch legal tradition in place that applied to Europeans
and with some modifications to Coloreds and other immigrant minorities,
for example, from India. The process, which was highly participatory, pro-
duced a very liberal constitution, one that in language goes much further
with regard to principles of justice and equality than most other constitu-
tions around the world. This outcome can be explained only with reference
to the particular dynamics inherent in this process. Although there were
many conservatives among both European and African groups participating
in making the constitution, there was a majority in favor of producing one
that was universally applicable and transcended the conservative strands in
both the Roman-Dutch tradition as applied in the apartheid era and the vari-
ous customary law traditions in the country. The African National Congress
(ANC), which was the most influential organization on the African side, and
many whites who realized the opportunity to create a more liberal political
order, drove the process – in tandem – away from the traditional leaders
and the right wing groups among the whites. They found common ground
in a set of principles that reflected the cosmopolitanism of the educated and
modern-minded cadres among both the ANC and the whites (Hyden and
Venter 2001).

This was not, however, an easy process, especially for the women who
wanted to use this opportunity to emancipate themselves. Even within the
ANC, male delegates to the constitutional negotiations queried why women
should participate in this process. During the struggle against apartheid,
black men and women had fought together; gender had never emerged
as a dividing issue (Geisler 2000; Goetz and Hassim 2003). This changed
when negotiations began for a new constitution. One prominent female del-
egate representing ANC tells how frustrating and difficult it initially was to
convince male delegates about the significance of the full emancipation of
women. She tells of how male delegates did not allow women to complete
their intervention before they would butt in with what they wanted to say.
She also quotes the case of one female delegate who was physically abused
by her husband at home because when he saw her on television participating



P1: FBQ
0521856167c08 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:50

174 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

in the proceedings, he thought that she had a relationship with the male dele-
gate sitting next to her – without realizing that he treated her with contempt
because she was a woman delegate (Mbete-Kgositsile 2001:34–35). She also
shows how women within the more liberal-minded delegations had to fight
the traditional leaders who were interested in using culture and tradition
in order to continue subjecting women to male dominance. By forming a
women’s caucus that united them across party lines, they were able to get
approval for an equality clause that applies to every one regardless of gender.
The chiefs were not happy about this, because they felt that within the new
constitutional framework they could potentially lose their power.

Women in South Africa made definite progress in raising public conscious-
ness about the rights of women in their country, but it did not come without
costs. Traditional leaders were able to strike a deal whereby the constitution
prescribes the formation of provincial Houses of Traditional Leaders and
the national Council of Traditional Leaders. These bodies are organs of gov-
ernment and as such they can debate bills pertaining to their own powers as
well as to customary law. Their influence can be traced in the Recognition
of Customary Marriages Act that was passed in 1998. Whereas it granted
customary marriage partners equal rights, it did not specify the legal future
of polygyny or bridewealth even though women had been fighting to have
those two practices removed (Geisler 2000:625). In short, the new consti-
tution in South Africa has provided a platform for the continuation of a
bifurcated legal system that can be used to discriminate against women. It is
for this reason that politically conscious women in that country are aware
of the need to continue fighting so that they do not lose the gains they made
in the euphoric days when the new constitution was negotiated.

The African Charter of Human and Peoples’ Rights professes that human
beings are inviolable but with a cultural tradition of patriarchy derived from
the continued influence of premodern economic relations, the cultural cli-
mate is rarely in favor of women’s empowerment. Von Doepp (2002), for
instance, found in a study of the role churches in Malawi play in providing
democratic space for women that the hierarchical Catholic church provided
a more cosmopolitan atmosphere, in which women could progress, than the
lay-dominated Presbyterian church, in which local patriarchal values pre-
vented women from making any gains.

There is a strong tendency throughout the continent to treat women more
as objects than as citizens with their own rights. This continues to be true
with regard to their economic rights in marriage and at its dissolution by
divorce and death. Social practice diverges not only from international con-
ventions, but often also from national laws. Men continue to be able to
divorce women at will, for example, for barrenness or adultery, but women
cannot leave their husbands for the same reasons. In this context, Muslim
women are often under even greater legal disability than those who con-
tracted marriage under customary law (Howard 1986). Regarding divorce
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and custody of children, women in the customary sector are at best depen-
dent upon family negotiations and the assumption of goodwill between the
two families. Finally, regarding violence against women, the practice is still
commonplace. The cultural traditions of most ethnic groups condone wife
beating (e.g. Gutto 1976; Mushanga 1978).

the political dimension

Athough women continue to be oppressed economically and socially, at least
they constitute a potentially political force that cannot be ignored. Male
political leaders recognize this and wish to handle the gender issue in such a
way that it maximizes their own power. In the light of growing international
pressures to achieve greater equality for women, their discretion today is
more circumscribed than it was before the gender issue was globally politi-
cized. Thus, there have been concessions to allow greater participation by
women in legislative and executive offices. This section begins by providing
some statistics to demonstrate the extent to which women are involved in
higher office today. It will continue by offering some explanations for this.
The final part will discuss the problems and challenges that women continue
to encounter in the political realm.

Women in African Politics

The expanded role that women play in politics is recent; before 1990 women
may have held positions as government ministers or parliamentarians, but
they were scattered and attracted little attention. It is different today. The
gender issue has become more prominent and women more visible, both
nationally and internationally. What is going on in Africa with regard to
gender and politics is no different from what happens elsewhere. During
the 1990s, women sought nomination for president in no less than a dozen
countries although they were able to secure nomination as candidates only
in two. Even so, this was a great step forward. Africa’s first female head
of state in modern times was Ruth Perry of Liberia who served as chair-
person of the country’s collective presidency in the mid-1990s. Dr. Specioza
Wandera Kazibwe of Uganda became Africa’s first female vice-president in
1994 and served as such for eight years.3 Women were appointed to the posi-
tion of prime minister in at least three countries during this period: Burundi,
Rwanda, and Senegal. By the end of the 1990s, Ethiopia, Lesotho, and
South Africa had parliaments with women speakers, and both Uganda and
Zimbabwe had women in the position of deputy speaker (Tripp 2001:141).

3 Dr. Kazibwe was herself a frequent victim of domestic violence and after having gone public
with the issue was divorced by her husband, a civil engineer.
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There has been an especially marked increase of women in legislative
bodies. In the 1960s, women were very few indeed, but the proportion of
women in legislatures grew rapidly during the 1990s. According to one sur-
vey, women constituted 9 percent of the total in the lower houses of Africa’s
forty-eight parliaments (Reynolds 1999:2).4 It is especially high in three
southern African countries – Mozambique, Namibia, and South Africa –
where women occupy between one-quarter and one-third of all the seats in
parliament. Following the election in Rwanda in 2003, that country now has
the highest proportion – 40 percent – of women in parliament. The percent-
age of women cabinet ministers across Africa was slightly lower at 7.8 per-
cent. Tripp (2001) reports that women on average held 12 percent of parlia-
mentary seats compared with just half of that a decade earlier. The African
figures are somewhat below the global average and also a little below the
figures for Asia and the Americas. The average for Africa, however, is consid-
erably above the figure for Arab states. Even if Africa trailed all other regions
but one, it exhibited a faster growth since 1960 than any of the others.

In most instances, women’s representative gains have taken place within
established political parties, but there are also examples of women who have
started their own political parties because they found that existing parties
were not responsive enough to their demands and interest.5 In addition,
there are a number of women’s organizations across Africa working for
an increased presence of elected women in parliaments. These include a
variety of national NGOs and global bodies like the Inter-Parliamentary
Union (IPU), the world organization of national parliamentarians.

The main women’s organizations prior to the 1990s were generally affili-
ated with the ruling party and lacked an independent voice. This has changed
in recent years with a growing number of women’s NGOs getting involved to
address specific women’s issues. In Tanzania, the party-led women’s organi-
zation – Umoja wa Wanawake – was transformed into a council-type of orga-
nization, Baraza la Wanawake wa Tanzania (BAWATA), which took on the
general challenge of increasing women’s registration for elections. In other
countries where such a catchall organization had not existed, professional
bodies, like Femmes Entrepreneurs and Femmes Juristes in French-speaking
countries, became particularly important. In many countries, women orga-
nized themselves also to lobby parliament and government. The nonparti-
san National Women’s Lobby Group in Zambia is one case in point, the
National Committee on the Status of Women in Kenya, another. The num-
ber of autonomous women’s organizations was particularly high in South
Africa and Uganda, where they played an important role as complements

4 This survey includes legislative bodies also in North Africa.
5 Examples of women who started their own political parties include Inonge Mbikusita-

Lewanika in Zambia, Margaret Dongo in Zimbabwe, and Limakatso Ntakatsane in Lesotho.
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to those women who served in parliament (Tripp 2000; Goetz and Hassim
2003).

These organizations were often quite successful in bringing about changes
in constitutions, laws, or policies. The Women’s National Coalition in
South Africa, drawing on support from eighty-one organizations and thir-
teen regional alliances, lobbied hard in the early 1990s to have the special
Women’s Charter adopted. The National Women’s Lobby Group in Zambia,
in collaboration with six other NGOs, succeeded in getting the Constitu-
tional Commission that was sitting in the early 1990s to incorporate a sepa-
rate section on women’s rights in the draft constitution. In Uganda in the mid-
1990s, a special, nonpartisan Women’s Caucus played a crucial role during
the debates in the Constituent Assembly, which was charged with approving
a new constitution for the country. The caucus worked with other women’s
organizations on requiring that gender equality was being written into all
laws passed by parliament. Further, this women’s group required parliament
to prohibit laws, customs, and traditions that undermine the position of
women, and to form an Equal Opportunities Commission (Tripp 2001).

Women have also been in the forefront of criticizing corruption and sec-
tarianism in politics. Margaret Dongo in Zimbabwe and Wangari Maathai
in Kenya6 have been particularly prominent in attacking corruption in pub-
lic office. Not surprisingly, they have also had their lives threatened. Women
have found it easier to oppose sectarianism because their support has relied
less on manipulation of ethnic constituencies. Charity Ngilu in Kenya, Win-
nie Byanyima in Uganda, and the late Agathe Uwilingiyimana, Rwanda’s
Prime Minister 1992–94, are among those who have gained a reputation for
their antisectarian stands. In fact, Ms. Uwilingiyimana’s support of ethnic
tolerance was a contributing factor in her murder by the Presidential Guard
at the onset of the mass killings that devastated the country in 1994.

Reasons for Progress

Given the progress that women have made in politics in the short span of ten
to fifteen years, it is tempting to suggest that politics is ahead of society, that
is, the norms applying to political representation are more progressive than
those of society at large. How does that proposition tally with the earlier
argument in this volume that politics is supreme?

Reynolds (1999) has carried out a survey of women in African legisla-
tures and executives, trying to find what accounts for the changes that have
taken place since the 1990s. His conclusion with reference to women in
the legislatures is that neither level of democracy nor the previous length of

6 Maathai was the recipient of the Nobel Prize for Peace, issued by a special committee of the
Norwegian Parliament, in 2004.
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experience with multipartyism and women in politics, not even the socio-
economic position of women in society, matters. Instead, women are elected
in significant numbers when the national culture and religion are not overly
hostile to women in positions of power, there are a small number of polit-
ical parties that dominate elections, and the electoral system does not pro-
vide undue barriers against women candidates being elected. Dominant or
majority Christian countries in Africa have, on average, 11.2 percent of legi-
slative positions filled by women members of parliament. Countries where
traditional religion is dominant or embraced by at least a majority of the
population score 8.5 percent, whereas the Islamic countries have a corre-
sponding figure of 5.9 percent. Party system fragmentation, which Reynolds
measures – like Laakso and Taagepera (1979) – by counting the number of
effective parliamentary parties, proves to have significance for women’s elec-
tion to legislatures in Africa. This confirms the global finding that wherever
there is less competition for the bulk of the parliamentary seats, the prospect
for women being elected is greater.

Electoral system is also important in determining the number of women
elected to parliament. Systems based on some form of proportional repre-
sentation are most hospitable, whereas the two-round system, producing a
majority candidate, as practiced in the majority of French-speaking coun-
tries, tends to suppress the number of women more than any other system,
including the plurality system of first past the post. The closed list system
practiced with the proportional system has the advantage of allowing parties
to independently decide to include names of women in electable places on
these lists. For instance, this is what ANC did in South Africa, thereby com-
pelling other parties to do the same, and eventually helping to significantly
enhance the prospects for women being elected. FRELIMO in Mozambique,
as the incumbent ruling party, did the same. As these examples indicate, the
closed proportional representation list system is by far the most effective in
terms of accelerating the number of women in elected bodies.

Many African countries using other types of electoral systems have been
reluctant to go as far as changing in order to accommodate a greater
number of women in parliament. Instead, they have chosen to adopt a system
whereby women are appointed to a number of reserved seats in parliament.
What matters in such a scenario is who has the right to appoint: the head
of state or the legislature itself? Wherever the head of state has the preroga-
tive to make the appointment, as the case is in Burkina Faso and Tanzania,
the mechanism favors the ruling party and is perceived by many as a token.
Where, on the other hand, the parliament itself appoints the women, as the
case is in Kenya, opposition parties have a greater say. However, as Reynolds
(1999:11) notes in both scenarios, women are likely to be more beholden to
their male party bosses than to the electorate.

The final point in this subsection concerns the question of how this
progress in female representation in legislative bodies tallies with the notion
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that politics is supreme. Can women change the character of politics in Africa
in ways that make it more tolerant and respectful of the rule of law? The
answer at this point is that it cannot be ruled out in the long run, but there
is little evidence that it is happening enough in spite of gallant efforts by
women activists. South Africa, where the women’s constituency is consider-
ably more autonomous from and critical of the ruling ANC, the prospect may
be greater, because there the inclusion of women is treated as a right. In other
countries, however, including Uganda with its impressive figures, women’s
inclusion in politics is interpreted more as a favor extended to them by the
president (Goetz and Hassim 2003:17).

Problems and Challenges

The political advancement of women has not come easy. On the contrary, it
has been achieved at a considerable cost for the many women who have
been ready to fight for their cause. Like students, workers, and human
rights activists, women have often been in the forefront of opposing repres-
sive regimes. Such was the case in Kenya in the early 1990s when women
protested against imprisoned human rights activists (Press 2004). Thou-
sands of women demonstrated against the military rule in Mali in the same
years. Many of them were shot at and killed. In Niger, several thousand
women demonstrated against the exclusion of women representatives from
a preparatory commission charged with organizing the country’s constitu-
tional conference in 1991 (Tripp 2001:142–43). Governments have not hes-
itated to use force to quell any attempt to mobilize opposition to its stand
by women. They have also been ready to use more subtle means to achieve
the same end.

There are at least three different methods that governments have used to
neutralize or marginalize women’s organizations. One is to depoliticize them
by confining them to development work. Here I will use the 31st December
Women’s Movement (DWM) in Ghana as a case in point. The second is
to co-opt the organization and appoint leaders who are ready to echo the
view of government rather than advocating an independent position. The
Maendeleo ya Wanawake Organization (MYWO) in Kenya will serve as an
illustration. The third method is to outright suspend the organization so that
it can no longer speak on behalf of women. The Baraza la Wanawake wa
Tanzania (BAWATA) suffered this fate and will be briefly discussed here.

Many a head of state in Africa has tried to control women politics by giv-
ing his wife an organization that she can use to attract funding and distribute
among women as patronage. This way, the First Lady is able to demonstrate
her contribution to women’s development. Attacks against her by women
activists are easier to deflect. The DWM in Ghana was started after Jerry
Rawlings seized power by force in 1982. He initially portrayed himself as
a revolutionary. The DWM was referred to as a mass organization – the



P1: FBQ
0521856167c08 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:50

180 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

women’s wing of the revolution. The movement, therefore, was seen as being
closely aligned to the PNDC, the political organization that Rawlings had
started. His political rhetoric initially included the liberation of women, but
it became increasingly clear during the 1980s that what he and other leaders
in the PNDC wanted was for women to engage in development activities.
He made his wife, Nana Konadu, the president of DWM so that the money
collected for development from local or foreign sources would come through
an organization over which the incumbent government had some control.
What was originally supposed to be the political empowerment of women,
therefore, eventually turned into support of social service programs. Partic-
ularly prominent was the idea of establishing day care centers in the urban
areas so that women engaged in trade could earn their livings more comfort-
ably. The DWM played an important role in helping Rawlings and his party
to win the 1996 election by providing matching support for various rural
development activities (Ayee 1999). No one will deny that Konadu was an
effective leader of DWM, but her reign as president of the movement had
the effect of depoliticizing the main women’s organization in the country.

The story of MYWO in Kenya has much in common with what happened
in Ghana. The leadership was not tied to the wife of the president, but
the most prominent of all chairpersons of the organization, Jane Kiano,
who served from 1971 until 1984, was the wife of a prominent cabinet
minister. Like Konadu, Kiano herself would be the epitome of a liberated
woman, but she preferred to direct women’s activities toward development
and other issues that did not necessarily antagonize men. For that reason,
during the 1970s, MYWO became an example in Africa of a successful
women’s self-help movement. Its high profile, however, eventually got the
organization into trouble with government leaders. President Moi used a
major financial scandal in MYWO as an excuse to appoint a trusted civil
servant as chairperson. Subsequent leaders of the organization in the 1990s
became vocal advocates of the policies of the ruling party and ignored issues
specific to women. As Aubrey (1997) shows, the MYWO leadership went
out of its way in 1992 to argue that Kenyan women were against multiparty
democracy, a position that Moi had taken at the time, despite the fact that
many female activists had been in the forefront of demanding it. MYWO
was simply co-opted by the ruling party to echo the master’s voice.

BAWATA in Tanzania was an attempt to create an independent women’s
organization after multiparty democracy had been reintroduced in Tanzania
in the early 1990s. Its birth came at a meeting of Umoja wa Wanawake wa
Tanzania (UWT), which had served as the women’s mass organization during
the days of socialist one-party rule. The leadership of UWT was defeated and
BAWATA was established with a new cast of women, drawn from the ranks
of educated and professional groups, in charge. In preparation of the first
multiparty elections in 1995, BAWATA organized a countrywide campaign
to make women conscious of their civil and political rights, something that
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the leaders of the ruling party interpreted as an activity supporting the polit-
ical opposition. It was eventually accused of having overstepped its mandate
and engaged in politics. Government took the organization to court and sus-
pended its activities. In order to further frustrate the leadership of BAWATA,
the case was allowed to drag on for years in the court without resolution
until the martyrdom that the leaders were seen to have incurred had van-
ished. BAWATA was allowed to resume its work after the 2000 elections,
but its original leadership is gone and its role in association life in Tanzania
is much less prominent than it was in the first few years of its operations.7

These three examples demonstrate two things that are significant about
women in politics in Africa. The first is that women’s organizations that
earn a national significance as a mouthpiece for women’s issues are easily
accused of being political in the sense of opposing the government. There is
little room for an independent women’s voice if it becomes too prominent.
The other is that government leaders like to confine women’s organizations
to the nonpolitical sphere. These organizations are acceptable as long as
they contribute to improving the conditions of women without entering the
political realm by calling into question what government is doing.

This has left women in a dilemma: Should they accept the status quo and
work within the limited confines of Big Man politics on the assumption that
they can get at least something done, or should they challenge the status
quo and demand more political space as a prerequisite for not only women’s
progress but also national development? Educated and professional women’s
groups tend to be in forefront of battling patriarchy (see e.g. Mama 1996;
Nzomo 1997; Tripp 2000). They believe that the contribution women can
make to development in Africa is being held back by their lack of recognition
by male political leaders. Their stand is not only in favor of greater gender
equality, but also supports a fuller utilization of female skills and competence
in public life. Other women accept that civil society is an arena where they
can make a difference, even if it doesn’t mean explicitly challenging the
patriarchal order. They prefer to work quietly taking one small step at a
time, hoping that the recognition of women’s rights and their contribution
to national development will come from social and economic instead of
political action.

conclusions

The interesting thing about the analysis of women in politics in Africa is that
the state appears as a powerful instrument of control (e.g. Parpart and Staudt
1989). The literature on this theme differs markedly from other accounts of

7 With the permission of Tanzania’s president, Benjamin Mkapa, the first chairperson of
BAWATA, Dr. Anna Tibaijuka, was appointed executive director of Habitat, the specialized
UN agency in Nairobi that deals with urban and housing development issues.
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the state in Africa that, as indicated in previous chapters, portray it as weak,
soft, or unable to broadcast its power over the full territory of the country.
This should not be a surprise, however, given the premodern features of
society and the fact that rule in Africa is perceived as being over people
rather than land. As this chapter has tried to demonstrate, most women
in Africa still live and work in conditions under which they are treated as
mere instruments of production and social reproduction. Their status and
rights are in many respects even more marginalized than women elsewhere
in the world who, even if they are subordinated to patriarchy, suffer it largely
within the confines of the household. In Africa, where the boundary between
what is private and public is much more diffuse and fluid, the arm of the
state can be used to strike at women with greater impact. The fact that rule is
personalized means that the discretionary use of state power by men is also
more difficult to challenge in court. Women in Africa, therefore, experience
the power of the state in more insidious ways than the case typically is in
Europe, Asia, and the Americas where marriage transactions allow women
to bring something to the husband’s home, they have the right to inherit
from their father, and there is a reliable judicial system. Women in those
regions may find themselves in relations of dependence too, but they can
more easily achieve emancipation without having to challenge the political
order at large. Women in Africa are caught in dependencies that are more
complex. Although many female activists and others have broken out of
these bonds, this can only be achieved by either polarizing politics along
gender lines or exiting from politics in order to pursue a career in the private
or voluntary sector. In fact, many of the latter get employed in international
organizations where their career prospects are often better than in national
organizations, which are more easily prey to predatory patriarchs.
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Africa’s informal institutions, as suggested in Chapter Four, may be distin-
guished by the extent to which they are symmetrical and inclusive. Within
these parameters, however, the most striking thing about these institutions
is their malleability. They are constantly being reoriented and reshaped in
response to emerging constraints and opportunities in society. That is why
they are also tenable. They constantly recur to meet new challenges. Most
Africans are used to this way of life. Constant social maneuvering, if not fun,
is at least what they are ready to excel in. This is a reality that is very different
from what people know in countries where formal institutions dominate. In
Europe as well as in North America, certainty and predictability are among
the most highly held values. Where the state is consolidated, it becomes
an economic planning and steering instrument aimed at minimizing threats
to the system. The public is being socialized into believing that society can
manage itself through formal institutions without harm to individuals and
groups. Therefore, when something goes unexpectedly wrong, it is common
practice that the official ultimately responsible steps down. Where the state
is still being formed, as in Africa, the challenges are different. Uncertainty
is not only greater, but also curbed differently – notably, by seeking out
the support of other individuals. Whereas Europeans and North Americans
can rely on the welfare state or some private corporate arrangement to take
care of their basic needs, it is the Kernkultur of primary reciprocities of the
economy of affection that are being called upon in Africa.

This means that members of the same family, clan, village, and ethnic
group constitute the core of these relations. Dependencies within these pri-
mary social organizations have existed for generations and are more effec-
tive to rely upon than those that involve socially more distant individuals
or groups. The cost of not responding to a distress call from a kinsman
is much higher than if that call comes from a stranger. The economy of
affection, therefore, is at its strongest when examined at this level of social
organization.

183
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As the analysis in the two previous chapters indicates, however, African
society is in the midst of extensive social change with repercussions for its
future development. One of the key questions is how African countries,
which are typically made up of many primary social organizations, can be
more effectively integrated into corporate wholes. National integration is
still an issue in virtually all these countries. The role of ethnicity in this
process continues to attract primary interest among scholars and popular
analysts alike.

Ethnicity is not a new concept in the study of African politics, but it has
gained widespread prominence, especially since the 1990s. Much of it can
be attributed to the increasing number of conflicts within African countries.
These intrastate conflicts have been interpreted as ethnic in nature, although
they are much more complex and, in some instances, they are not ethnic
at all. The orientation toward ethnicity among political scientists, like that
of colleagues in the other social sciences, has been ambivalent. There are
those, on the one hand, who have tried to avoid it altogether, as if it were
a false category, and those, on the other, who have been inclined to explain
too much with the help of ethnicity. Revisiting the subject in the light of its
recent notability, therefore, is important.

Before proceeding to a more systematic analysis of the relevant issues, it
is necessary to say a few words about why ethnicity has been met with such
ambivalence. Much of it stems from its connotation with tribe. The latter
has a condescending connotation in European and North American parlance,
even in places like East and South Asia. A tribe is a group of people who live
outside the mainstream civilization, be that Christian, Hindu, or Muslim.
There is something primitive, even uncivilized, about being a member of a
tribe as compared to a major religion. Thus, in societies with a predominant
civilization, tribal people are marginal or exotic, as the case is in China,
where the indigenous peoples are offered special state-sponsored parks in
which they can display their customs.

In African countries where local customs continue to be important and
no single civilization has erased them, the situation is different. Africans feel
free to identify themselves by tribe and they use the concept without any
particular restraint in everyday discourse.1 After all, all people are expected
to be members of a tribe if they are natives of the continent. Its common
usage among Africans does not mean that it is the only identity that they
have, nor is it a very deep one. Like everyone else, Africans have multiple
identities and how they see themselves depends on whom they address. They
are typically quite pragmatic in their approach to the subject of identity.

1 Anthropologists preoccupied themselves with the notions of tribe and tribalism in the years
after independence, making the point that the former refers to a distinct cultural group, and
that the latter refers to political actions taken in the name of such cultural groups. See, for
example, Gulliver (1969) and Southall (1970).



P1: FBQ
0521856167c09 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:53

Ethnicity and Conflict 185

What makes the concept of tribe controversial in Africa is the legacy of the
colonial powers, which tried to freeze the identities of their African subjects
so that society became more legible and easier to administer. Furthermore,
the way Europeans addressed the subject reflected their own preconceptions
that tribe is something primitive. Not surprisingly, Africans felt disparaged.
Ethnicity emerged after independence as a surrogate concept for tribe in the
scholarly community in Europe and North America because its members
were anxious to distance themselves from the vocabulary of the colonial
governments. It is politically more correct in academic circles than tribe and
it has given everyone a license to address the issue of identity more openly
(Ekeh 1990).

Ethnicity, however, remains a contested concept, because scholars have
disagreed about its meaning. It is important, therefore, to provide a brief
overview of how the concept has evolved in the social sciences and how it
has been used. With an increasing number of conflicts inside many African
countries in the past fifteen years, the tendency among scholars and popular
analysts alike has been to fall back on ethnicity as an explanatory variable.
The second section of this chapter will examine the extent to which these
conflicts are really ethnic. The third section will look at what the causes are
of the many conflicts that have affected African countries. It will provide a
discussion of reasons other than ethnicity.

definitions

The literature on ethnicity is very rich and it is impossible to do justice to
every contribution that has been made to our understanding of what the
concept stands for. My own reading of it suggests that these contributions
can be categorized in response to two major questions: (1) how much is it
the result of human choice? and (2) how far is it an end in itself or a means to
accomplish other ends? The answers to these two questions provide us with
four types of approaches to the definition of ethnicity, as indicated in Fig-
ure 4: The vertical axis indicates the extent to which the choice is interpreted
as made free from structural or institutional constraints by a particular per-
son. The notion that it is autonomous is on one side of spectrum, the idea
that it is embedded in cultural or social relations, on the other. The horizon-
tal axis points to the degree of significance that people attach to ethnicity.
Some are ready to consider it so important that they cannot see themselves
giving up any part of it. Others have a more pragmatic view and are ready to
make trade-offs in order to achieve other ends. The first of these two groups
may be referred to as essentialists, because of their inclination to stress the
importance of cultural and symbolic factors, the second as existentialists
because they argue that the definition of identity is situational. It would be
wrong to suggest that any one of these approaches exists in pure form in
reality. The two axes are best seen as continua. In practice, people are likely
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         |
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Embedded

figure 4. Definitions of ethnicity.

to lean toward one of these approaches, but may also be influenced by the
others. The purpose of this matrix, therefore, is to indicate what the various
definitions present in the literature are. It is also offered here as an alterna-
tive to the relatively elementary distinction that many authors make between
primordialism and constructivism or instrumentalism. How far one of these
categories is present in a particular society is, of course, an empirical ques-
tion. In the African context, it is an important one, because the significance
of ethnicity is still a contested subject. To ensure that the four definitional
categories listed above are fully clarified, I shall offer a brief account of each.

Primordialism is the oldest of the four categories and dates back to
the 1950s and 1960s when modernization was a leading approach to the
study of politics and development. Geertz (1963) was the most influen-
tial source on the subject at the time. In his analysis of the new states in
Africa and Asia, he argued that primordial attachment is not only a crit-
ical variable explaining human behavior, but also a source of legitimacy.
Geertz’s premise was that the old multiethnic societies would cause prob-
lems of integration into the new states that were coming into existence after
the demise of colonialism. The capacity of the state to act independently
would be hampered by the extent to which people’s sense of self would
remain bound up in blood, ethnicity, race, language, locality, religion, or
tradition.

As is evident from this list of factors, primordial attachment stems
from the givens of social existence. Family, kinship, ethnicity, and lan-
guage, in this perspective, are the most influential formative factors in life.
Individuals are captured by these social and cultural givens to such an extent
that their behavior and choices are a direct reflection of these attachments.
Many scholars, for example, Young (1976), Kasfir (1979), and Eller and
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Coughland (1993), have criticized this definition and the effects it has on the
study of politics. They believe that these attachments are not as overpow-
ering as Geertz implies. The primordial approach does not recognize that
ethnic and similar ties may have a social origin. In short, primordialism is
both static and ahistorical because of its reluctance to explore where ethnic
attachments may come from.

There may be those who see primordialism being reinvented in the context
of religious fundamentalism, whether Christian or Muslim. If this perception
is correct (the exit polls from the 2004 U.S. presidential election indicated
that a great many American voters were motivated to vote for President
Bush because of his stand on moral values), there is reason to examine the
extent to which primordialism is reasserted in response to challenges posed
by the more secular culture that has dominated the American scene for at
least a couple of generations. It certainly suggests that primordialism is not
the prerogative of suicide bombers and other religious zealots in the Middle
East. Globalization may have brought people around the world closer, but
in the cultural realm the distance may in fact have increased. The clash of
civilizations (Huntington 1997), in this perspective, cannot be treated as a
mere myth.

The constructivist approach to the study of identity assumes a greater
degree of autonomy by implying that individuals are not complete captives
of their cultural environment, but use pieces of it in creative ways to define
who they are. This postmodernist approach to the study of identity is appar-
ent in many current studies, for example, Anderson (1983), Chabal (1992),
Bayart (2000), and Mbembe (2001). Using such features as language, reli-
gion, and ethnicity, people imagine the essence of the community of which
they want to be part. In this approach, culture is the primary ingredient
in the definition of ethnicity, but the assumption is that it can be disaggre-
gated at will by members of a given community and put together in ways
that reflect their choice of what is significant. Traditions are not given but
constantly reinvented thereby giving culture a more dynamic character than
what is implicit in primordialism. People assert their community, whether in
the form of ethnicity or locality, when they recognize in it the most adequate
medium for the expression of their whole selves. At the same time, the con-
structivist approach can be criticized for being too culturalist or too depen-
dent on symbolic factors. It overlooks the possibility that people behave and
make choices in response to a wider range of variables than just culture.
Above all, it does not take into consideration that ethnicity may be just a
means, not an end in itself.

The utilitarian approach to ethnicity assumes that individuals will act
together to maximize their common preferences, interests, or purposes when
the benefits from doing so exceed the costs (Banton 1993). Ethnicity will
feature in social or political action as a means to achieve a higher end.
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This shared sense of preference or purpose may come about as a result of
people feeling marginalized or excluded from access to resources. People
become aware of their common identity by virtue of a shared experience of
exploitation, oppression, or exclusion. Ethnicity, however, does not necessar-
ily become a factor in politics without someone first being able to articulate
a common identity and mobilize action based on any such claim. This com-
mon sense of grievance may be genuine but sometimes generated to serve
more narrow interests shared by only a few members of the political elite
(Bates 1981). This more cynical view of utilitarianism has been articulated by
students of political leaders in Africa who are seen to use cultural differences
and tribalism to advance their own agenda while pretending to act on behalf
of the whole group (see e.g. Mafeje 1971). The point about the utilitarian
approach to ethnicity is that it assumes a very pragmatic or instrumentalist
view of things cultural. It is subsumed under the general premise of utilitari-
anism and, as such, ethnicity is treated as an exogenous variable, that is, one
that does not need to be explained. Individuals are ready to make cultural
trade-offs in order to achieve materialist or other tangible gains. It can be
argued that it omits the role that socialization plays in fostering preferences
and values that people may not be ready to trade. Cultural tradition, as a
variable, disappears from the calculation (Laitin 1992).

The transactive approach to ethnicity assumes that identity is deter-
mined in the context of social interaction. Self-identification is not enough
to understand how a particular identity such as ethnicity or nationality
comes about (Eriksen 1993). It draws its inspiration especially from the
work of Barth (1969) who has argued that we cannot ignore the ascrip-
tive nature of ethnic groups. In understanding how these groups are sus-
tained, however, there is a need to shift from their essentialist components
and how they are internally constituted to how the boundaries of these
groups are maintained with the help of language, dress, food, and other
types of symbols. These phenomena become important in social exchanges
and determine what is perceived as distinct about a particular person or
group of people. The point about this relational approach is that ethnic
boundaries are maintained not for cultural but for social or political rea-
sons. An ethnic group is constituted not because of some essentialist fac-
tors, but because of having interacted over time with other similar groups.
Members of the group are social actors capable of adapting their identi-
ties to changes in circumstances. Some may even transcend existing bound-
aries and change their identities by moving from one group or commu-
nity to another. This is a dynamic approach to the study of ethnicity that
fits the main thesis of this book: that face-to-face reciprocities are impor-
tant in determining social and political outcomes, not just in Africa, but in
particular there.

Horowitz (1985) adds to the transactive approach to ethnicity by empha-
sizing the importance that affective elements and forces play in shaping
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ethnicity and relations among such groups. Conflicts between ethnic groups
are neither the result of modernization or the pursuit of economic advantage
nor do they stem from irreconcilable primordial factors. Such conflicts, how-
ever, may also be explained with reference to the apprehension that members
of a particular group experience as they interact and compare themselves
with other groups. These comparisons provide a sense of worth – inferior or
superior – in relation to others. As Horowitz (1985:228) writes:

Merely to know the position of a group, in terms of worth and legitimacy, is probably
to be able to forecast what political claims it makes, what idiom it speaks in, what
issues divide it from others, what counterclaims others make, and generally, how
each will behave in and out of power.

Institutions may help to constrain conflicts between groups, but these rela-
tions are often spontaneous and driven by affective forces that at times could
be so strong they overthrow the institutionalized system in place. The trans-
active approach goes beyond the utilitarian approach because it recognizes
the outcome of social interaction and, in so doing, also includes the role that
spontaneous and informal human behavior and institutions play in deter-
mining ethnicity.

The argument here is not that any one of these four definitions is
necessarily more useful than the others. It is rather that the preference of
one definition over another should be based on social and temporal context.
There is no single ethnicity or one way of studying it. It is necessary, there-
fore, to choose a definition that fits time and space. Given the knowledge we
have accumulated over the years about the state and society in Africa, there
are at least three good reasons today for studying ethnicity as relational and
thus in the context of a definition that stresses its transactive aspect.

The first reason is the competitive conditions that neoliberal economics
and political reform in the 1990s have created. It is not clear what exact
effects competition in the market or in the political arena has, but one
can profitably hypothesize that these effects may be both positive and neg-
ative. For instance, with growing competition comes the possibility that
groups become more aware of their relative worth and tensions among them
increase. The insecurity that is often associated with enhanced competition
easily translates into greater social consciousness. Alternatively, competition,
especially in the market, may spur greater social mobility – as discussed in
Chapter Seven – and this may have consequences for the effectiveness of the
gatekeeper factors to maintain ethnic boundaries.

A second reason is the relatively small size of most ethnic groups in
Africa. The gatekeeper function is likely to weaken especially in those groups,
because they have to compete with others. Building alliances with others,
whether socially or politically, becomes a rational strategy to pursue. The
same decline may apply also to the larger groups. Their boundaries open up
so that they can accommodate newcomers by marriage or by other means of
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co-optation. Growing numbers of interethnic marriages as well as interethnic
socialization in educational institutions, professional life, and similar con-
texts contribute to fostering greater social interaction across ethnic bound-
aries. In a country such as Tanzania, the ethnic markers have lost much
of their significance because of the availability of a common lingua franca
– Swahili. In the Democratic Republic of Congo (Zaire), Lingala has had a
similar integrative effect. Other examples abound across Africa where indige-
nous languages have spread across ethnic boundaries and become means of
communication among many groups. Hausa in West Africa is one such case
in point. Furthermore, as Posner (2004) has demonstrated, the salience of
ethnicity depends in part on the size of a particular ethnic group relative
to the country as a whole. In other words, ethnic consciousness becomes a
viable factor for political mobilization where size counts, but typically not
otherwise.

The third reason for studying ethnicity as relational is that ethnic con-
sciousness in African society is not particularly deep. In other regions of
the world with a longer literate tradition, the burden of history weighs more
heavily on each individual group. Ethnicity is often steeped in religion, which
means that the cultural differences among groups tend to go deeper. The
conflicts between Hindus and Muslims over control of Kashmir as well as
between Tamils and Sinhalese in Sri Lanka are two relevant cases in point,
as is the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians in the Middle East or the
one between Serbs and Albanians in the Balkans. Religion sometimes infuses
ethnic relations also in Africa. This has happened on more than occasion in
the Sudan and Nigeria as Islamic groups in the north have clashed with
Christian members of ethnic groups coming from the south of these coun-
tries. With enhanced tensions between Christians and Muslims also in other
parts of Africa, this could become more widespread. Nonetheless, religion is
a much more serious dividing force in other regions of the world than it is in
Africa. Because ethnic and other cultural forms of identity such as religion
and language do not go very deep, ethnic relations are more fluid. People are
more open to other influences and the notion that ethnic attachments or ties
are primordial in Africa is usually highly misleading. As Mozaffar and his
colleagues (2003) note in their study of ethnopolitical cleavages in Africa,
neither language nor religion has acquired the same political salience as it
has in other regions.2

2 The same authors discovered that the frequently used Ethno-Linguistic Fractionalization
Index (ELF) was not a helpful tool in their analysis because it assumed that ethnic groups
are primordially fixed, and thus measures ethnic rather than ethnopolitical cleavages. World
Bank analysts have used this index to assess the relationship between ethnic heterogeneity and
economic growth in Africa (see Easterly and Levine 1997). Posner (2000) has subsequently
helped develop a new instrument – the Politically Relevant Ethnic Group Index – which
proved more applicable to the conditions in Africa. This index disaggregates ethnic groups
that are politically divided and combines others that act together politically. It has its own
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We can summarize the discussion above in the following manner: Ethnic-
ity in Africa is more social than cultural in nature. Ethnic awareness stems
more from interaction with others than from a long-standing tradition. Com-
pared to people in other regions of the world, Africans are generally less
burdened by the cultural baggage that they carry with them. The boundaries
that have distinguished one ethnic group from another are losing some of
their significance. At the same time, it would be a mistake to dismiss the fact
that ethnic relations are socially embedded. People’s choices are not com-
pletely autonomous, but take into consideration the consequences that they
may have for their relations with others. Social cleavages based on ethnic-
ity are diminishing in significance. Still, Africa in the past decade or so has
suffered from more domestic conflicts than before, most of which have been
blamed on the ethnic factor. This apparent anomaly is the subject of the next
section.

conflicts and conflict patterns

There are many ways to think about and define conflicts. One such distinc-
tion is between manifest and latent conflicts. A conflict manifests itself in
the use of force or violence leading to human casualties. Latent conflicts are
hidden in societal cleavages but have not broken into open confrontation.
Analysts interested in conflict prevention tend to be especially concerned
with these latent conflicts. Another distinction is between social cleavages
that are either vertical or horizontal. The former are based on ethnicity,
race, or religion, whereas the latter are based on control of or access to eco-
nomic resources. Horizontal cleavages would usually be described in terms
of class. Modern societies often have crosscutting cleavages, that is, people
are not consumed by a single identity but combine more than one within
themselves. The premise is that persons characterized by such crosscutting
cleavages are more tolerant of others because they can more easily empathize
with people coming from perspectives different from their own. The point
that we have made about Africa in previous chapters is that the region really
lacks institutionalized social cleavages based on class. As suggested earlier,
African societies are generally multiethnic, but these cleavages are not as
deep as they are in other regions of the world. I will build on that argu-
ment here as I compare conflicts in Africa with those in other regions of the
world.

If cleavages are at the root of conflicts, there is still a need to distin-
guish among them. Domestic political conflicts include a diverse amalgam
of civil strife, ranging from protests, strikes, riots, plots, assassinations, coups
d’état, to civil wars (Henderson 2002:104). The argument has been made, for

problems but it is, at least with regard to measuring ethnopolitical cleavages, a more suitable
instrument.
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   Focus

Issue
    |
    |
    |

    Strikes, protests     |     Riots
    |
    |

   Scale Small________________|_________________Large
    |
    |
    |

Plots, coups d’état     |    Civil wars
    |
    |
    |

          Regime

figure 5. Types of domestic political conflict.

example, by Gurr (1970), that civil wars are a particular kind of conflict,
because they typically entail greater coordination and cause greater destruc-
tion. It seems reasonable, therefore, to think of political conflicts along two
different spectrums, one distinguishing between scale of destruction caused
by the conflict, the second identifying how far the conflict involves a partic-
ular issue as opposed to the regime at large. Drawing on these distinctions,
the typology in Figure 5 is helpful for the analysis of domestic political con-
flicts. This typology does not preclude the possibility that in reality more
than one type may occur together with others listed in the matrix. The pur-
pose is to highlight the need to distinguish between conflicts with limited or
widespread consequences in terms of focus and human life. One common
thesis in the literature is that the more consolidated a democratic regime is,
the less likely that it will be subject to violence associated with challenges
to its core (Gurr and Lichbach 1979). Not only are democracies less likely
to fight each other – the democratic peace proposition – they are also less
likely to suffer widespread violence stemming from rebellions or other forms
of popular resistance aimed at the regime level. Domestic conflicts will be
confined to protests, demonstrations, and strikes and concentrate on the res-
olution of an outstanding issue rather than on constituting a challenge to the
system. There is also evidence that economic development reduces the like-
lihood of large-scale conflict. Instead, it appears to increase the probability
of lesser forms of domestic conflict.

More recent conflict research has called into question some of these
findings. Henderson and Singer (2000) bring the new findings together in
two important propositions. One is that the conflict-dampening impact of
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democracy is not linear. The other is that autocracies are as capable as democ-
racies in maintaining domestic peace. They also suggest that the most vul-
nerable regimes are what they call the semidemocracies, that is, those that
strive to become democracies but still suffer from a democratic deficit. The
relationship between democracy and civil war is curvilinear, approximat-
ing an inverted U-shape with both autocracies and democracies relatively
less prone to civil war and semidemocracies the most prone to it (see also
Henderson 2002:105). I shall examine the African situation in the light of
this proposition.

A common impression is that Africa is the most conflict-ridden continent
in the world. Much of this opinion stems from a memory of the collapse of
Somalia in the early 1990s, the genocide in Rwanda in 1994, or the more
recent civil conflicts in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Liberia, Sierra
Leone, Sudan, and the Ivory Coast. Looking back over the past forty years,
there is evidence that civil wars have afflicted several African countries and
caused considerable harm to local populations. The worst such event was the
civil war in Nigeria – the Biafra War 1967–70 – that was internationalized
before it was brought to an end. At least two million people died – a large
percentage from hunger caused by the blockade of the rebellious Eastern
Region of the country (Biafra). Other civil wars that have been destructive
to people as well as development prospects of the country include Sudan,
Somalia, Angola, and Mozambique. The conflict in Sudan has lasted over
thirty years and displaced and impoverished large numbers of people in
the southern regions of the country. At the time of writing (late 2004), it
had officially been brought to an end following an exceptional UN Security
Council meeting in Nairobi to enhance the prospects for compliance by all
parties to the conflict. A new conflict, however, has erupted in the Darfur
region of western Sudan and is still brewing.

The civil war in Somalia began in the late 1980s in reaction to the arbi-
trary rule of President Siad Barre. It is especially instructive because the
Somalis are a single ethnic group, but divided into powerful clans with a
long tradition of antagonism. Some of these clans took up arms against
the government, and the state gradually collapsed. The country turned into
a conflict between powerful warlords and their followers. Although peace
negotiations have been going on for a long time, the conflict in Somalia
has not yet been resolved. Similar conflicts have since occurred in the west
African states of Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Ivory Coast where warlords have
played a significant role in reshaping the political landscape (Reno 1998,
Akindés 2004). The civil wars in the former Portuguese colonies of Angola
and Mozambique were fueled by external powers – South Africa and the
United States on one side and Cuba on the other – and can be labeled prod-
ucts of the Cold War. Both countries suffered tremendously from the civil
war before it was resolved, first in Mozambique in the early 1990s and
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ten years later in Angola. The exact number of casualties in these four
civil wars is not known, but estimates put the number of dead between five
hundred thousand and one million (Stedman 1996).

One of the problems with analyzing conflict is reliable data. Another is to
define the conflict in a meaningful manner. A domestic conflict may cause the
deaths of a few thousand people; in another such conflict, the number may
rise to the hundreds of thousands. A particular definitional issue arises when
domestic conflicts are internationalized through involvement by troops from
other countries. A recent data set produced by the Department of Peace and
Conflict Research at the University of Uppsala distinguishes between three
levels of conflict: (a) minor, (b) intermediate, and (c) war (Gleditsch et al.
2002).3 The same data set also makes a distinction between three types of
conflict: (a) intrastate, (b) internationalized intrastate, and (c) interstate.

Between 1946 and 2002 there were a total of 226 armed conflicts. No
less than 116 of those – or just over half – occurred between 1989 and 2002
in seventy-nine different locations around the world. In 2002, there were 31
conflicts active in twenty-four places (Eriksson et al. 2003). Out of the 31
active conflicts in 2002, 13 were in Africa. The data set makes two important
points. The first is that there was a spike in the number of conflicts worldwide
beginning in the late 1970s that peaked in the early 1990s. This is especially
true for intrastate wars or internationalized intrastate wars. For instance, the
figure for all types of armed conflict in 1991 and 1992 was 54; ten years later it
was down to 31. In fact, with the recent decline in armed conflict worldwide,
the probability of a country being immersed in conflict is no higher today
than it was at the end of the 1950s, and lower than it has been any subsequent
time during the Cold War (Gleditsch et al. 2002:621). Because the data set
codes not whole countries but actual geographic locations, the second point
that can be deduced is that armed conflicts in Africa tend more easily to
engulf whole countries, whereas elsewhere they are often more localized. The
conflicts in Chechnya (Russia), Kashmir (India and Pakistan), and Mindanao
(The Philippines) are cases in point (Eriksson et al. 2003:594). Even though
the number of casualties may not be higher in any single African case, the
escalation of the conflict across a wider geographic area tends to make the
conflict more costly in economic terms. In short, the national development
prospects are hampered by armed conflict especially in Africa. Collier and
Hoeffler (1998) as well as de Soysa and Gleditsch (2002) provide empirical
verification of a strong bivariate relationship between poverty – as measured

3 The criteria they use to produce these three subsets are the following: minor armed conflict:
at least 25 battle-related deaths per year and fewer than 1,000 such deaths during the course
of the conflict; intermediate armed conflict: at least 25 battle-related deaths per year and an
accumulated total of at least 1,000, but fewer than 1,000 in any one year; and war: at least
1,000 battle-related deaths per year.
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in gross domestic product (GDP) per capita terms – and internal armed
conflict.

With this review of recent data on armed conflicts, it is time to return to the
semidemocracy thesis. It is clear that the rise in armed conflicts from 1978
to 1992 coincides with the Third Wave of Democratization (Huntington
1991). Countries in transition from autocracy to democracy, as Henderson
and Singer (2000) argue, are more likely to suffer from armed conflict than
consolidated democracies or autocracies. The fragility associated with regime
transition appears to be especially great in Africa. There is an interesting
difference between Africa, on the one hand, and Asia and Europe, on the
other, when it comes to the relationship between democratization and armed
conflict. In the latter two regions, democratization tends to generate calls for
secession, as the former Yugoslavia and Russia demonstrate in Europe, and
Indonesia, Philippines, and Sri Lanka show in Asia. In Africa, by contrast,
democratization seems to produce armed conflicts associated with control of
the state. At first glance, this looks like a paradox given the weakness of the
state but because it is the main resource for development in most countries,
it becomes more easily the prime target of the battling parties. Given that it is
so deeply embedded in society, the conflict also easily expands to all corners
of the country. It spreads more spontaneously and, as a result, is also more
difficult to contain.

The question that remains to be addressed in this chapter is how far this
tendency for African countries to be prone to armed conflict can be attributed
to ethnicity. Is it really the cause of so much of the human suffering that
follows in the wake of armed conflict or do we have reason to downplay its
significance?

causes of conflict

As suggested in the beginning of this chapter, scholars have an ambiva-
lent attitude toward ethnicity in Africa. Because of its prevalence, it is
hard to ignore, yet there are those who believe that blaming the conti-
nent’s woes on a cultural variable like ethnicity overlooks the fact that
most conflicts have an economic or materialist rationale. Furthermore, a
cultural variable is more difficult to use for explanatory purposes. In order
to cover the controversies in the literature, I have made a threefold distinc-
tion. The first is the cultural explanation that focuses on ethnicity itself as
an explanatory variable. The second set is structural or economic and sees
ethnicity only as a background factor that does not really say much about
the causes of conflicts – or development, for that matter. The third is social
in nature. It recognizes agency without ignoring the importance of struc-
tural conditions. It argues that ethnicity is secondary to other considerations,
including political ones.
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Ethnicity as Causal Variable

Let us begin with those who blame Africa’s development problems on eth-
nicity. Foremost among more recent publications along these lines is the
article by Easterly and Levine (1997) that claims that ethnolinguistic frag-
mentation is significantly correlated in a negative way with such devel-
opment indicators as school attendance and number of telephones per
worker, but positively correlated with the presence of black market phe-
nomena. These factors in turn, according to the two authors, have neg-
ative consequences for overall economic progress, accounting for 25 to
40 percent of the growth differential between the stalling sub-Saharan Africa
and the fast-growing Southeast Asia. Africa’s growth tragedy is the outcome
of cancerous ethnic rivalry that holds macroeconomic reform perpetually
hostage to sectarian interest. Ever since independence, it is ethnic fragmen-
tation that has wreaked havoc on African development.

A closer examination of their analysis, however, shows that their gener-
alization does not bear them out. Ethnic homogeneity as well as hetero-
geneity works both ways in Africa. Although it is true, as Easterly and
Levine maintain, that Botswana is economically successful and ethnically
homogeneous, there are other countries with a similar ethnic setup, for
example, Burundi, Rwanda, Lesotho, Somalia, and Swaziland, where the
development record falls far short of that of Botswana. Similarly, as Chege
(1999) demonstrates, the six African states, which according to the World
Bank in 1994 showed the strongest macroeconomic improvements in the
1980s, had a mean distribution of forty-eight ethnic groups, more than
twice the average figure of those that had suffered economic decline dur-
ing the same period. Subsequent cross-national studies, also supported by
the World Bank, have rejected the claim that ethnic diversity is detrimen-
tal to Africa’s political stability and development (ElBadawi and Sambanis
2000). Trying to blame lack of economic development on ethnic fragmenta-
tion, therefore, is misleading. But what about societies with just a few ethnic
groups?

Collier and Hoeffler (1998) address this issue and argue that it is ethnic
concentration, and especially polarization, that is likely to be the principal
culprit behind conflicts in Africa. In other words, wherever two relatively
equal but distinct cultural groups account for most of a country’s population,
the probability of conflict is higher than in societies with more diverse and
dispersed groups. Their basic assumption is that where rebels are bound
by a common identity distinct from that of their adversaries, coordinating
and conducting an insurgency is easier. Henderson (2002:114–16), however,
finds that cultural polarization, based on ethnic composition, is not a factor
inducing conflict. These contradictory findings may in part be the result of
problems associated with coding ethnic groups. For instance, does Sudan
have two main ethnic groups – Africans and Arabs – or many because both
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the north and the south of the country can be subdivided into smaller ethnic
groupings? Another question concerns the extent to which the groups are
really cultural, and if so, in what sense? Wherever ethnicity is nested in
religious differences, or vice versa, it is difficult to disaggregate the cultural
content of each group and point to one subset of factors as being more
important than another.

This issue comes up in trying to understand the conflicts in Rwanda and
Burundi. The standard interpretation of the conflict between the majority
Hutus and the minority Tutsi group has been that it is ethnic, like any other
in Africa. There is reason to question that premise. After having lived together
for many generations – at least three hundred years4 – these two groups have
gradually become a single ethnic group, if we define that by language and
shared customs. Assuming, therefore, that ethnic conflicts are evidence of
vertical cleavages along cultural lines, the relationship between the Tutsis
and Hutus does not really match that description. A more appropriate char-
acterization is to describe it as evidence of a horizontal cleavage based on
social caste differences – the Tutsis having traditionally been the upper caste,
the Hutus the lower.5 Although Lemarchand (1994) argues that these status
differences are also informed by a perceived ethnic identification, he empha-
sizes that the relations in Burundi and Rwanda are more social than cultural.
The underlying causes of conflict in these two countries differ from the major-
ity of African cases in which each ethnic entity is more discrete. The meaning
of Hutu is being a social subordinate in relation to someone higher up in the
pecking order. The special meaning of Hutu, Lemarchand stresses, must be
viewed in the context of gift-giving – or direct reciprocal exchanges – that is
part of the basis for exercising power in African societies. Just as power hold-
ers are expected to display generosity, the status of dependents or clients is to
submit oneself to it. This dependence is not being forced upon the clients, but
is perceived as something that the latter seek for their own protection.6 This
relationship of dependence takes on special significance in a society in which
the status difference between patrons and clients is reinforced by such rules
as prohibition of marriage across status lines (Goody 1976:104). Marriages
across such lines were typically allowed in other African societies (cf. Chap-
ter Eight), which meant that the main lines of cleavage were not inside the
group but in its relation to others. In the case of Rwanda and Burundi,
however, people married within their own status group thus reinforcing the

4 Historians and others continue to study the origins of migration to the Great Lakes region of
Africa where the Tutsis and Hima groups established hegemony in precolonial days.

5 There were also the Twa, but their numbers were so small and their role in society so peripheral
that they can for all practical purposes be excluded here.

6 It is worth noting that the word for God in the interlacustrine region of central and east
Africa, Rugaba, means “He Who Gives” – the supreme benefactor on whom the well-being
of all depends.
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social differences between the upper and lower castes.7 It is worth noting
that other neighboring societies in Uganda, Tanzania, and the Democratic
Republic of Congo, which share a similar history with Rwanda and Burundi,
did not enforce such marriage rules. The result is that there has been much
more cultural integration there between the upper caste – the Hima – and
the lower one – the Iru.

Structural Explanations

Those who consider ethnicity as just another background factor in explain-
ing conflict in the African context tend to focus on economic variables. They
argue that the increased number of intrastate conflicts in Africa since the
1980s must be seen in the light of poor economic performance. The rea-
sons for conflict are seen as structural and caused by the peculiarities of
the African economies. Collier and Hoeffler (2001) argue that in economies
that are dependent on the export of primary products, the possibility of
commandeering these commodities for illegal taxation, or even looting, is
quite strong because they have to be transported long distances. This gives
an opportunity to those opposed to the state to acquire resources for their
cause. In short, the state has little control over economic transactions and,
as a result, rebellious groups can quite easily challenge its hegemony. The
risk that civil conflict may occur in an African country is, according to
Collier and Hoeffler (2001), especially great wherever agricultural and min-
eral exports make up one-third or more of the GNP. In the view of these
authors, conflict in Africa has little, if anything, to do with grievance or eth-
nicity. Their interpretation rests on the premise that the economic structures
provide rebels or resistance groups with the means by which to pursue their
cause. The problem with their analysis is that they do not explain why a
group would embark on a rebellion or when such an act would start – or
end. The structural opportunities for action, they seem to suggest are up for
grabs anytime.

Leonard and Strauss (2003:66–82) take the argument about economic
causes of civil conflict further by focusing on what they call the prevalence
of enclave production. Such production includes diamonds, gold, and oil, all
of which are high-value products providing hard currency for many African
states. Blaming the legacy of Africa’s contemporary position on the global
economy, they suggest that countries are especially vulnerable to conflict
when elites live off the collection of taxes or bribes from key, geographically
confined production without making any productive contribution in return.

7 A similar stratification existed in other places, but the upper caste – or class – was an immigrant
minority. In Zanzibar, this group of Arabs, originally from Oman and Yemen, was overthrown
in a revolution in 1964. In southern Africa, the ruling caste of European immigrants have
either departed or accepted integration on the terms set by the African majority.
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These authors go beyond the argument about the rentier state by suggesting
that remittances from migrants overseas and foreign aid also contribute to
the problem of a productive and publicly accountable state. Like enclave
production, remittances and foreign aid are disconnected from the rest of the
economy and do not contribute to a society’s productive capacity. Whenever
rebel groups have access to these resources, they can be successful in waging
a war against the state. This is what happened with the many liberation
movements in southern Africa, which received considerable support, both
humanitarian and military, from external organizations that supported their
cause. Diasporic remittances were less important in southern Africa, but
played a significant role in supporting the Eritrean liberation movements in
their fight against the Ethiopian state.

Rentier states that have depended largely on income from the export of
high-value mineral products and oil have been particularly prone to conflict
because it has been relatively easy for rebels to seize control of the sites from
which these products are extracted. Leonard and Strauss (2003) cite several
examples of rebellions sustaining themselves through access to such enclave
production. Angola is offered as the clearest example of where it helped
sustain a conflict between government and a rebel group – UNITA – for a
long period. Although the latter also received military and financial support
from the United States for strategic reasons during the Cold War, it was its
ability to gain control over territory that produced diamonds that gave the
rebel movement its ability to sustain itself for quarter of a century.8 Another
case in point is the Democratic Republic of Congo, also a major producer of
diamonds, gold, and other valuable minerals. This enclave production situ-
ation had originally allowed its president, Mobutu, to skim off large chunks
of revenue without making any reinvestments in the country’s infrastructure
and development. After 1996 rebels in the eastern part of the country began
challenging Mobutu. By gaining control over parts of the enclave produc-
tion, they could sustain their fight against Mobutu and eventually force him
into exile. The new government under President Joseph Kabila, however,
failed to unite the country and after a few years, the rebellion started again
with groups seizing control of mines. This time, other African governments
cashed in on the situation and by supporting Kabila (Angola, Namibia, and
Zimbabwe) or the rebels (Rwanda and Uganda), the conflict intensified and
the looting of the country’s wealth for political purposes reached shameful
levels.

Other countries like Liberia, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone also fall into the
category of enclave-producing countries that have suffered from civil con-
flict in which rebels have had access to these strategic resources. There are,

8 Its influence has diminished considerably after the UNITA leader, Jonas Savimbi, was killed
by Angolan government troops. Because UNITA has lost its strategic control over diamonds,
his successor has agreed to pursue the movement’s cause in a peaceful manner.
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however, also exceptions. Not all countries with enclave economies have
suffered from civil conflict. Botswana is the most obvious case and much
of that may be attributed to the honest and effective leadership provided
by the country’s first and second presidents – Seretse Khama and Ketumile
Masire. Cameroon and Gabon also belong to this category, but their case is
different. The main reason for the absence of civil conflict is the result of a
French determination that rebels must not be allowed to prey on the enclave
economies of these two countries. The French have made it clear that they
would intervene militarily to ensure that such a threat would not materialize
(Chipman 1989; Gardinier 1997).

In an attempt to see how far enclave economies really correlate with civil
conflict, Leonard and Strauss (2003) divided African countries into four
categories: those with or without an enclave economy and among those
two groups, countries with or without conflict. Excluding wars of inde-
pendence from colonialism, they ended up with fourteen countries having
endured a postindependence conflict.9 Of those fourteen, six were straight-
forward enclave economies, but because there were a couple of other coun-
tries, notably Mozambique, Somalia, and the Sudan, that they label as func-
tionally equivalent of enclave economies, they conclude that the relationship
between enclave production and civil conflict in Africa is quite powerful.

When they include state capacity, as measured by its ability to collect
taxes – direct or indirect – from its citizens, the structural basis for explaining
civil conflict in Africa is further strengthened. Thus, they conclude that a
country that has an important production enclave is found on average to
have had 6.5 more years of civil conflict than one that does not. But, for every
percentage point increase in GDP collected in domestic taxes, the number of
years of civil conflict decreases by 0.7 years (Leonard and Strauss 2003:79).
The structural composition of the African economies, therefore, cannot be
ignored. It is one of the factors conditioning conflict in Africa.

Ethnopolitical Explanations

One of the drawbacks with the cultural as well as the structural explana-
tions of civil conflict or development is that they are static. In order to make
ethnicity a meaningful variable, cultural explanations have to treat its vari-
ous features as frozen in time. They tend to become no different from those
that treat ethnicity as primordial. Structuralists go too far in overlooking the
potential role that ethnicity plays and focus instead on other factors, notably
economic variables. In so doing, they focus on formal institutions and struc-
tures. There is no recognition that these formal entities are embedded in

9 Conflicts included here are defined as those in which there were at least 1,000 fatalities in
a single year. Enclave economies are those in which at least 75 percent of the value of their
exports in 1999 was made up of minerals, timber, or estate agriculture.
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social relations and that these relations rather than pure economic ones are
determinants of conflict or development. In other words, in establishing their
correlations between key variables they leave out the possibility that it is the
mobilization of social and political relations that dictate what happens to
development and the regime.

In the contemporary competitive political conditions existing in most
African countries, the ethnopolitical explanations take on particular impor-
tance. In this final subsection, I shall first examine what others have said
about ethnopolitics and then proceed to show that there is more to what the
literature has contributed so far.

The main argument of the transactive approach is that the firmer the
boundaries of a particular group are, the more likely that ethnicity will be a
determining variable. Exclusivity breeds awareness. The overwhelming part
of the literature suggests that ethnic group boundaries in African countries
tend to be fluid. They do not generate the same degree of ethnic awareness
as relations among groups do in societies in which there is a long legacy of
relations of conflict, often captured in literary sources. This is not to imply
that Africans lack a history of their own that matters. The point is rather
that prior to colonialism, ethnic boundaries were not particularly firm. As
Ranger (1983) writes about precolonial societies in Africa, Africans moved
in and out of multiple identities. Very often, this meant moving from the area
of one ethnic group to another. Furthermore, Africans had their own ways
of maintaining peaceful relations among themselves. As suggested earlier,
the notion of tribe or ethnicity became essentialized during colonial times.
It came to refer to the various rural collectivities that the colonial powers
identified in their respective territories. Although these attempts to assert an
ethnic consciousness among the Africans did not overshadow other identities
completely, they did make the ethnic boundaries more entrenched than what
they had been.

Such was the reality that African nationalists had to cope with after inde-
pendence. Ethnicity constituted a social or political building block that they
could not ignore. Social mobilization, therefore, tended to draw on these
categories as political leaders engaged in competitive struggles for control of
the state. This competition sometimes intensified fear of the other groups,
and it could have disastrous consequences as it did in the case of Nigeria in
1966, when people in the northern half of the country assumed that the Igbos
in the southeast would try to gain control for themselves of both military
and civilian government institutions.

The role that ethnicity plays in African society, however, has continued
to decline. This is reflected in the literature, which recognizes that these
identities are socially constructed and the outcome of social and political
processes that keep changing. Ethnicity is contingent and contextual (see
e.g. Young 2002). This is not to argue that modernization necessarily works
in detribalizing African societies. It is rather the outcome of the persistence
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of premodern features in the context of institutions that are officially modern
but, as previous chapters have shown, tend to be permeated by relations of
affection. The paradox in the contemporary context, therefore, is that while
ethnicity tends to decline in significance, relations of affection at large are
on the rise.

There is more than one reason why this process is taking place. At the
social structural level, there is more fluidity and hence more uncertainty than
in previous years. Structural adjustment has loosened up the social categories
that Africa inherited after independence. Kinship structures, although still
important, are no longer such exclusive forms of social organization. At the
same time, the kinship idiom of social organization prevails. People, in vil-
lages as well as cities, cope with an increasingly uncertain existence by, as in
the past, investing in social relations with others. With the decline of formal
associations such as marketing cooperative societies that used to foster ethnic
consciousness and pride, people seek out these new relations in more spon-
taneous and informal manners. This means building social relations where
in the past there was none. This is not an easy process, especially since abuse
of official positions for personal gains in the formal associations of the past
has left a legacy of mistrust. For this reason, some people try to eke out an
existence on their own without calling on others to help. Going it alone,
however, is most often not a viable option. Faced with limited income and
usually unexpected expenditures for illnesses, burials, and other important
aspects of life, seeking out others for help becomes a necessity. Traditional
social networks have been breaking down and, even if they can be called
upon, are often not enough. New relationships have to be developed even
if this means a greater moral hazard, that is, the risk that time spent on
generating them does not produce expected benefits. In short, the dilemma
facing most African households is that past relations of affection, which
were more specific to kinship or other local units of social organization, do
not always suffice to cope with the demands that come from being more
exposed to the market and, simultaneously, having to respond to costs asso-
ciated with declining health, particularly illness caused by the HIV/AIDS
epidemic (AMREF 2000).

Africans have to transcend these old relations. In so doing, they do not
for the most part change behavior and start formal organizations, but rather
prefer the direct reciprocal exchanges that they are used to and know how
to handle. Globalization may have exacerbated this tendency, because, espe-
cially among the urban-based younger generation, they can find much in
common in the excitement that popular culture, for instance, video games,
offers.10

10 Names from popular video games are common in everyday parlance and have been used
for the purposes of both social and political organization. One such example is from the
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The new political dispensation with growing competition among lead-
ers and their followers has also changed the social parameters of conflict in
Africa. The ethnic categories that African leaders inherited at independence
provided a definite measure of political legibility and could be manipulated
for purposes of control. With ethnic boundaries becoming more fluid and
people seeing their interest as less confined to existing social categories, this
legibility has diminished. Thus, in combination with a more competitive elec-
toral system, politics is more open-ended and uncertain. The social categories
like ethnicity or clan that political leaders could take for granted and use in
calculating a rational choice no longer exist to the same extent. Winning an
election, therefore, means building bridges with representatives of a wider
set of groups. This amounts to intensified reciprocal exchanges over a wider
and, in many respects, unknown social space. Costs to each candidate go up,
as they invest in relations of affection with clients or followers whose loyalty
cannot be taken for granted. They try to create dependencies on which they
can rely, but these relations are often both unstable and unpredictable.

It is the growing prevalence of these brittle relations that is at the
root of civil and political conflicts in Africa today. Their ethnic content is
diminishing; it would be wrong to talk about ethnopolitics in Africa today
as if it were similar to earlier accounts in which ethnicity is taken for granted
and viewed as the principal component (Lonsdale 1994). It is the struggle to
build and sustain new and often fragile alliances that induces political lead-
ers to engage in predatory behavior, whether toward the state or the enclave
economy. The imperative of rule over people and not over territory carries
its own costs that cannot be met from a single private source. It goes beyond
that. Although campaigns to collect money from individuals may be part of
such an effort, the easier one has been to take advantage of access to public
resources provided through the state. Wherever groups have been excluded
from such access, they have not hesitated to go for the wealth hidden in
diamond and gold mines.11 As the cases of Liberia, Sierra Leone, and the
Democratic Republic of Congo indicate, the rebel groups are not really eth-
nic in composition, but made up of an amalgam of people, often youngsters,
drawn from different ethnic backgrounds.12 Social relations have become
increasingly transethnic. The more common reason for conflict in Africa,
therefore, is not that ethnic boundaries are too strong, but rather that they

Republic of Congo in the early 1990s, where Ninjas and Cobras were used as names of
militia organizations affiliated with rivaling politicians (see Bazenguissa-Ganga 1999).

11 The Zimbabwe government under President Robert Mugabe, after having exhausted what
it could extract from the state, decided to expropriate the commercial farms of the country’s
white minority, an important part of that country’s enclave economy.

12 Richards (2004) suggests that the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) in Sierra Leone was
made up of young people from rural communities in which domestic slavery existed. RUF,
therefore, provided an opportunity for them to escape this exploitation.
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are too fluid. Similarly, conflicts in Africa abound not because the state is
too autonomous, but because it is embedded in society.

conclusions

Scholarship on ethnicity in Africa has moved a long way from early studies
emphasizing its primordial nature to focusing on it as something that is
socially or politically constructed in response to specific circumstances. As
such, it has also shifted from being culturally essentialist to becoming more
existentialist, or from looking at ethnicity as a cultural property to seeing it
as an outcome of social relations.

When it comes to explaining civil conflicts in Africa, however, there is a
need to go beyond ethnicity. Its significance, as has been demonstrated in
this chapter, is declining and does not prove to have a strong relationship
with incidence of conflict. At the same time, an alternative focus on struc-
tural factors is also inadequate because it overlooks the socially embedded
nature of the economy in Africa. It is control of people rather than land or
territory that matters. This has become increasingly difficult in the past two
decades as the need for building social networks or political alliances extend-
ing beyond established categories have become necessary. The political order
in these countries rest on more brittle ground, and disagreements can more
easily break into open conflict and threaten stability. The enclave nature of
production is a facilitating factor, but not a cause of this threat to political
order. It is the human agency associated with the economy of affection that
explains these conflicts.

The exceptions to this conclusion are, interestingly, the countries that
historically have been the most stratified. Rwanda and Burundi continue
to be deeply divided between Tutsis, who continue to consider themselves
lords, and Hutus, for whom escaping from the notion of being mere subjects
remains elusive. The point about their inability to create political bridges
between themselves, however, is that it is because of social stratification, not
ethnicity. The other exception is Ethiopia, the only country with an indige-
nous imperial tradition in modern times. It has turned itself into an ethnic
federation in which the differences among ethnic groups have been formal-
ized, but the informality of the revolutionary movement is what keeps the
country together. This has taken the country on a course that differs from
other African countries, especially since the 1994 constitution allows states
within the federation to secede, something that reflects the precedent set
by Eritrea when it voted overwhelmingly in 1991 for independence from
Ethiopia.13 The Ethiopian case is particularly instructive because it demon-
strates how the movement legacy perpetuates a form of rule that relies on

13 Eritrea and Ethiopia have since fought a bloody war; its cause is not related to ethnicity but
rather to personal differences between the main leaders of the two countries.



P1: FBQ
0521856167c09 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:53

Ethnicity and Conflict 205

informal relations that transcend the boundaries of formal rules. As in most
other African countries, these informal relations are less based on the ethnic
than on the affective factor. Political mobilization to win an election may still
draw on the former, but for effective rule, the more transactive reciprocities
identified with the economy of affection have become increasingly important
even if they are linked to greater moral hazard.
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The External Dimension

The reality of Africa in the beginning of the twenty-first century is that
its position in the global economy is peripheral. Statistics presented in
Chapter One provide evidence of how marginal the region is to global
economic transactions. Africa exports almost exclusively unprocessed com-
modities – be they agricultural or mineral. It imports a large share of all
its manufactured goods. Foreign direct investments in African countries are
quite small compared to both Asia and Latin America. With the exception
of South Africa, this applies in varying degrees to all countries in the region.
Those with mineral resources tend to fare a bit better as far as investment
goes, but despite Africa’s enormous mineral riches, most investors would
tend to place their money in operations in other parts of the world where
the investment climate is more attractive.

To a large extent, African countries are responsible for their economic
predicament, but it would be wrong to attribute its peripheral position only
to bad policies or poor leadership, as many economists are inclined to do. The
global economy, as currently constituted, is not particularly enabling to the
poorest countries of the world, especially those that still rely on agricultural
exports for income. There are two problems that African countries encounter.
One is the extensive subsidies and protections given to agricultural producers
and textile manufacturers in both the United States and the European Union
(EU). These have the effect of limiting export opportunities for Africans
and keep world market prices suppressed. The other is the fact that in a
competitive global economy, the weakest members, especially those that rely
on unprocessed commodities, find it most difficult to make real gains. Africa’s
predicament in the global economy, therefore, is a combination of inadequate
agency and structural constraints.

This chapter will trace the way political scientists have looked at
Africa’s attempt to deal with global economic challenges since indepen-
dence. It begins by looking at how African governments reacted to the

206
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disillusionment that occurred soon after independence when it became clear
that its promises were not being realized. It discusses at some length the
literature on dependency and underdevelopment before proceeding to an
analysis of the new political economy that emerged in the 1980s. The chap-
ter ends with a discussion of the political implications of Africa’s position in
the present global economy.

dependency and underdevelopment

The literature in the 1960s focused on African agency, especially as manifest
at the political leadership level. Underlying much of what was said in those
days was the assumption that development was a matter of catching up. It
was generally accepted that an enlightened leadership imbued with the idea
of progress and focused on mobilizing the latent resources of the African
countries, notably its human population, would be capable of achieving that
goal. Thus, the poorer countries of Africa would grow faster than richer
ones elsewhere in the world and their levels of income would eventually
converge.

The thesis that there is an advantage to being technologically back-
ward because it promises greater scope for rapid advancement, however,
was seriously called into question in the 1970s. The language shifted on
all fronts: development became underdevelopment, convergence became
divergence, forging ahead became falling behind, agency became structure,
and optimism turned into pessimism regarding Africa’s prospects for moving
ahead.

The shifts that took place in the literature were very much the result of a
readiness to incorporate into the mainstream the theoretical constructs and
concepts provided by Karl Marx and those who followed in his intellectual
footsteps. Authors replaced the linear and evolutionary notion of progress
with the Marxian idea that it is dialectical and thus inevitably conflictive.
They also brought to attention the concept of structure, not as a facilita-
tor or opportunity-enhancing mechanism, but as a constraint or obstacle.
In the light of Lenin’s analysis of imperialism as the highest stage of cap-
italism, authors also made a point of looking at the African countries in
the context of the world economy at large, emphasizing their dependency
on the richer countries and ensuing underdevelopment. The literature on
this subject is broader and richer than is possible to do justice to in this
section. I shall concentrate on discussing those issues that proved espe-
cially important in the studies of African political economy in the 1970s.
They can be formulated into three questions: (1) what were the structures
of dependence? (2) how important was capitalism in determining African
development? and (3) what were the consequences for the African political
economy?
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Structures of Dependence

The origin of this literature can be found in the analysis of the Latin
American economies that began in the 1950s by Paul Prebisch and his col-
leagues at the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America
(ECLA). Dependence came to refer to a situation in which the economy
of certain countries is conditioned by the development and expansion of
another economy to which the former is subjected (Cardoso and Faletto
1969). This is how the Latin economists saw the relationship between their
countries and the United States in the post–Second World War period. In
this power perspective, the dominant economy – the United States – could
expand and be self-sustaining, while the dependent ones could do so only as
a reflection of that expansion. This was a situation that left the Latin Amer-
ican economies vulnerable. Consequently, their prescription was investment
in import-substituting industries as a means of reducing this dependence.

This notion of dependence and its ensuing vulnerability made a lot of
sense also in the African context where countries had just emerged from
colonialism. By adopting it, researchers shifted their attention from looking
merely at the domestic conditions of each country to analyzing the inter-
nal situation of these countries as part of the world economy. The unit of
analysis changed from being the nation-state to being the world economy.
The situation of the underdeveloped countries was not a failure of their
slowness or inability to modernize in the economic sense of adopting the
efficiency characteristics of developed countries, but rather a consequence of
their incorporation into the word economy on unfavorable structural terms.
For instance, trade relations, based on monopolistic control of the market,
led to the transfer of surplus generated in the dependent countries to the
dominant countries. With financial relations based on loans and the export
of capital, which generate their own interest and profit, the domestic sur-
plus of dominant powers would increase and strengthen their control of the
economies of other countries.

Reflecting the Marxian tradition, the literature on dependency and
underdevelopment is both structuralist and deterministic in nature. As, for
instance, dos Santos (1970) argued, the capitalist world economy has its own
laws of development. Economic relations dominant in the capitalist centers –
the core – determine the ways in which they expand outward to the periphery.
Economic relations inside these peripheral countries are the product of the
way in which the countries are incorporated into these networks of interna-
tional economic relations. In the African context, the colonial powers had
introduced – and enforced – production of commodities that were in demand
in their domestic markets: groundnuts for producing oil; cotton for produc-
ing textile; coffee and tea for an expanding urban consumer market, and
so on. With this exclusive focus on raw materials and agricultural products
to accelerate industrialization in the core countries, the internal productive
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structure of the colonies was a rigid specialization and monoculture, similar
to that found, for example, in the Caribbean and northeast Brazil.

This legacy did not change after independence in the 1960s. Because it was
the main source of revenue, the traditional export sector had to be retained
in order to provide funding for development of other sectors as well. Trade
relations, however, take place in a highly monopolistic market and one that
is subject to fluctuations in demand. For instance, while commodity prices
had been relatively high at the time of independence, they had since declined,
leaving the countries increasingly exposed to the economic powers of the cap-
italist center. To the extent that foreign investments had been made prior to
independence, they had taken place in the mineral sector. At independence or
soon thereafter, it was followed by investments in extraction of oil and refine-
ment of petroleum products. Gabon, Cameroon, and Nigeria were among
the first independent countries to receive such investments. The policy of the
transnational corporations making these investments was to retain control
of their operations and to ensure a high volume of profit. Again, therefore,
the capital accounts of the African countries benefited only marginally from
the presence of these corporations. They did not have enough resources to
embark on an industrialization strategy aimed at establishing forward and
backward linkages within their domestic economy. As the following account
of what happened in Niger after independence indicates, countries found
themselves in a vicious circle as they tried to make progress in the conditions
provided by the world economy at the time:

Groundnut production accounted for 65 per cent of all Niger’s very feeble external
revenue during the first decade after independence. As of 1976, however, uranium
was accounting for the same percentage but of a larger absolute volume. . . . While
this revenue bonanza makes Niger more solvent, and able to overcome some of the
distress of the drought period of the early 1970s, it also ties it much more firmly into
a dependency situation within the world economy. (Higgot 1980:57)

The African economies had one advantage over the countries in Asia and
especially in Latin America that spilled over into the 1970s. Because they
were generally poor by comparative standards and they were recent victims
of colonialism, they enjoyed an international sympathy that should neither
be exaggerated nor completely ignored. African countries badly needed for-
eign finance for investments in infrastructure as well as development. The
answer came in the form of the so-called basic needs approach to develop-
ment that was produced by thinkers such as Richard Jolly, Hans Singer, and
Dudley Sears working with the International Labour Organization (ILO)
and popularized by Robert McNamara in his capacity as president of the
World Bank (1968–80).

As Leys (1996:112) notes, behind this line of thought aimed at improving
the living standards of the poor lay an acceptance, albeit tacit, of much of the
dependency viewpoint. The question that critics of foreign aid raised in the
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1970s was whether foreign aid merely filled up the holes that dependency
had created in the first place by preventing certain social transformations
from occurring. A question they did not ask was whether foreign aid in fact
reinforced African dependency on the countries in the core of the world
economy. Given the large volume of loans that African countries accepted
during the 1970s to pursue development activities such as universal primary
education and universal primary health care with no immediate returns, that
question is also valid.

The point about the dependency literature that must be stressed here is that
it is painted with broad brushes. Generalizations abounded because every-
thing was analyzed from the vantage point of unequal exchange (Emmanuel
1972). Another problem was the tendency for revolutionary romanticism
or ideological blinders to develop among its protagonists. Frank displays
this in his analysis of underdevelopment and the prospects for social rev-
olution in Latin America (Frank 1969). Rodney echoes similar sentiments
in his analysis, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (Rodney 1973). If this
rather uncritical adoption of underdevelopment theory implies that there is
an alternative – however distant in the form of a social revolution – much
of the rest of the literature was more realistic in orientation. It assumed that
a capitalist world economy would not provide opportunities for change in
the relations between the core and the periphery or between the rich and
the poor. Leys (1975) made this point in his analysis of the Kenyan situation
in the mid-1970s. Amin (1976) adopted the same kind of perspective in his
analysis of what happens to social formations in the periphery. Even among
those who did not propagate the revolution, however, there was disagree-
ment about how influential capitalism really was in the periphery.

Influence of Capitalism

African politics in the 1970s tended to develop along two divergent lines.
There were countries that accepted their destiny in the periphery, and their
governments accordingly tried to live with capitalism and get the best out
of it; Kenya, Ivory Coast, and Nigeria were prominent examples of this ori-
entation. The other line was taken by those countries that tried to put an
end to dependency by nationalizing foreign-owned corporations and empha-
sizing socialism and self-reliance. Ghana, Guinea, Tanzania, and Zambia
were prominent in this group. Given the importance that the Kenyan and
Tanzanian cases came to occupy in the literature, I wish to give them priority
here.

A colony with a legacy of white settler dominance in the key agricul-
tural sector, Kenya, on the eve of independence, was a place characterized
by uncertainty. Would the new African government respect the property
rights of its white minority? The president-to-be, Jomo Kenyatta, provided
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a resounding answer to that question when he said in a speech after he had
been released from political detention in 1961 that the government of an
independent Kenya would not be a “gangster government.” Those who have
been “panicky” about their property, he said, should not fear that they would
be deprived of anything (Kenyatta 1968:147). In a conciliatory gesture that
was quite unique and bold at the time, Kenyatta promised that everyone,
regardless of skin color, would be allowed to continue doing business peace-
fully in order to bring prosperity to the country.

This political transition was facilitated by the British government, which
provided funding to buy up some of the white-owned farms and turn them
into settlements. This way some of the social pressures on the new gov-
ernment were reduced. By 1970 no less than two-thirds of the old European
mixed-farm areas had been bought and approximately half a million Africans
had been resettled on that land (Republic of Kenya 1971:76). Most of the
Europeans who had agreed to sell their land remained in Kenya and invested
in other businesses, notably tourism. In combination with a concerted effort
to develop existing smallholder farms, the agricultural sector grew at an
average rate of 4.5 percent annually between 1964 and 1969, by no means a
record high, but quite an achievement in a comparative African perspective
at the time (Leys 1975:114).

While the land-transfer program reduced foreign ownership in agricul-
ture, it was encouraged in both commerce and industry. Some transnational
corporations, like Lonrho, bought very extensive local interests in order to
establish itself in the Kenyan market (Brett 1972). With a similar trend in the
insurance industry, this led to a debate about the extent to which a capitalist
transformation like that which had already taken place in Brazil and India
would be possible in Kenya. One view, associated foremost with Raphael
Kaplinsky, maintained that the structural conditions in Kenya, notably the
relatively small market, ruled out the possibility of a broad capitalist trans-
formation of social relations. There are definite limits to capitalist accumu-
lation in peripheral countries and Kenya is no exception (Kaplinsky 1980).
Langdon (1987) offers a somewhat different perspective by arguing that it
is technology dependence that limits the prospects for a capitalist transfor-
mation. He did not rule it out altogether, but saw the Kenyan bourgeoisie’s
alliance with foreign capital limiting its technology choices and thus disal-
lowing it from taking the lead in a locally driven transformation.

It is clear from the literature on Kenya that there was widespread skep-
ticism among academics about the prospect for capitalist development on
terms set by a domestic bourgeoisie. Their interpretation is typically cast in
a dependency perspective that focuses on the negative effects of capitalist
development in the periphery. It portrays any beneficiaries of this develop-
ment – foreign capitalists and local compradors (collaborators) – as agents
of the ills that it brings. With the benefit of some hindsight, one does not
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escape the impression that this neo-Marxian genre in the 1970s and into
the 1980s was quite dogmatic and unwilling to entertain the possibility of
alternatives to their own rather rigid form of analysis.

The analysis of socialist experiments in Africa went on parallel with the
debate about the limits of capitalism. Many governments in Africa had come
to question their ability to develop their country in the context of the cap-
italist periphery and, beginning with Nkrumah in Ghana and Sekou Toure
in Guinea in the early 1960s, had taken steps to bring the principal means
of production under state ownership. By the end of the 1970s, a majority of
countries in sub-Saharan Africa had adopted one form or another of social-
ism. Tanzania stands out in this camp because of its persistence in pursuing
its socialist policies.

Its program entailed a broad range of measures, nationalization being
only one of them. Also significant in the context of what was attempted are
income equalization, measures to prevent leaders from accumulating capital,
and collective farming. All these initiatives were taken within a short time in
the late 1960s, following the adoption of the Arusha Declaration. The one
policy that took time to fully materialize was the establishment of collective
villages. It was completed only in the mid-1970s.

The general impression conveyed in the literature is that socialism in
Tanzania was a failure. Such a broad generalization may be unfair, depend-
ing on what angle one uses to analyze the issues. For one, the leadership code
that was adopted to prevent party and government leaders from engaging
in capitalist accumulation was quite effectively enforced. To be sure, there
were those officials who got away with using public funds for private pur-
poses, but in the light of current concerns about good governance compared
to other governments in Africa at the time, Tanzania’s was refreshingly free
from corruption and other means of misappropriation of funds. Another
indicator of success was the significant reduction that took place in income
levels between the highly and lowly paid in the public sector. These were
highlighted in some of the writings on Tanzania at the time, for example, a
volume edited by Mwansasu and Pratt (1979), but they have been generally
overshadowed by the assessments of nationalization and villagization, both
of which have been extensively criticized. The state-run commercial sector
was a disaster from the very beginning and created severe shortages that
invited black markets in a number of goods, including everyday consumer
items such as bread, flour, sugar, salt, and beer. The state-run industries
did not do too badly in the first few years but as the economy began to
have problems in the late 1970s, they encountered similar problems of being
unable to serve customers. Most important, rising costs for imported parts
and inputs eventually made locally produced products so expensive that they
priced themselves out of the market. For instance, a large number of jointly
owned enterprises in which the state held half or more of the shares had to
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close down as foreigners withdrew or insisted on closure. The result was the
shortage of commodities and empty shelves in the stores.

Of all the programs, villagization was perhaps the most detrimental to the
cause of socialism. It started off in the late 1960s as a voluntary program, but
it was not very popular among Tanzanian peasants. As a result, in 1973, the
ruling party declared the move into collective ujamaa villages compulsory.
Combined with a severe drought in 1974, the villagization program caused
a serious food shortage that year, a fall from which the country never really
recovered. This drop in output caused a period of intense austerity that lasted
into the 1980s. Coercion was continuously used to try to secure a higher level
of agricultural output, but it never rose to levels needed to adequately feed
the country’s growing population (von Freyhold 1977; Boesen et al. 1986).
Foreign borrowing and the eventual acceptance of conditional policy input
from the World Bank and the IMF became the ultimate consequences of the
failures to build socialism.

Two interesting conclusions can be drawn from the socialist experiences
as illustrated by Tanzania. The first is that multinational corporations hardly
turned out to be the undefeatable mammoths as the dependency and under-
development literature had portrayed them. Governments could with relative
ease take over their assets and impose fees and other transaction costs that
could not be ignored (Herbst 2000). The consequence, not surprisingly, was
that most of these corporations left Africa’s socialist countries, in some cases
with significantly negative economic consequences. The second conclusion
is that trading the challenges of a capitalist transformation for those of a
socialist one did not make the development equation in Africa any easier.
The structural conditions in the periphery that is Africa, if anything, were
even more impeding, a point that for example Coulson (1982) makes with
reference to Tanzania. As I argued at the time in pointing to the attempts at
building socialism by skipping a capitalist stage of development, there are no
shortcuts to progress (Hyden 1983). In a comparative perspective, therefore,
by the beginning of the 1980s, working within the capitalist world economy,
in spite of its limitations for countries in the periphery, looked more reward-
ing than trying to outright reject it. But what were the consequences for the
African political economy?

Consequences of Incorporation

Much of the literature focused on the question of what the long-term conse-
quences of this structural dependence within the capitalist world economy
were likely to be for Africa. Would capitalism serve as a progressive or
regressive force?

The dominant position, for quite some time, was to write off the emerg-
ing local middle class as essentially a comprador class, content to live
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parasitically as a commission agent for foreign capital. This perspective
echoed the view of Frantz Fanon, an Algerian thinker, who had dismissed
this class in the following rather condescending fashion:

This native bourgeoisie, which has adopted unreservedly and with enthusiasm the
ways of thinking characteristic of the mother country . . . will realize, with its mouth
watering, that it lacks something essential to a bourgeoisie: money. . . . If the govern-
ment gives it enough time and opportunity, this bourgeoisie will manage to put away
enough money to stiffen its domination. But it will always reveal itself as incapable
of giving birth to an authentic bourgeois society with all the economic and industrial
consequences, which this entails. (Fanon 1967:143–44)

A couple of years later, this view was echoed by Genoud (1969:52) who
argued that “in the colonies, there are more bourgeois-minded people than
bourgeois,” implying that they have the taste of the bourgeoisie, but not
the qualities to act in a fashion that resembles bourgeois transformations
elsewhere in the world. Anyang’ Nyong’o (1989), with reference to Kenya,
maintained a similar view. He argued that instead of being able to develop
institutions to organize its collective class interests and attaching other classes
to itself through effective political leadership, Kenya preferred to rely on
Bonapartism ceding political power to a single individual in return for a
piece of the cake. Such categorical dismissals of the African bourgeoisie as
merely a petty bourgeoisie historically doomed to play only second fiddle
may look overly pessimistic in the contemporary perspective, but it was
broadly adopted by local and foreign critics of African development in the
1970s.

World capitalism, therefore, was condemning Africa to the periphery with
little, if any, prospect of reversing that position. Most African government
leaders had no problem agreeing with this doomsday analysis. They pre-
ferred to have a common enemy on whom to blame the conditions in their
countries. It allowed them to brush aside any domestic criticism. This con-
demnation of the rest of the world as responsible for marginalizing Africa
in the world economy may also have had the effect of making Western gov-
ernments more strongly inclined to give increased development assistance to
compensate Africans for past sufferings. As suggested above, the World Bank
and bilateral donors provided generous aid to African countries throughout
much of the 1970s on the assumption that it would relieve these countries
from the worst consequences of their neocolonial status.

The debate about the consequences of world capitalism, however, tran-
scended the critique of the African bourgeoisie. Its predicament was, after
all, analysts kept arguing, the result of forces beyond the control of these
countries. One line of argument was that capitalism tended to freeze pre-
capitalist relations of production as it affected the periphery. Cliffe (1976),
for instance, argued this point in an analysis of rural production relations
in East Africa. There are at least two problems with that argument. One is
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that it emphasizes the role of exchange (or merchant capital) at the expense
of other aspects of world capitalism. The other is that it implies that capital
somehow seeks the impoverishment of the periphery by design.

This overly deterministic perspective on the periphery was dominant in
much of the literature, but there were others who provided a more prag-
matic analysis of the situation. Marx himself had, of course, accepted the
progressive role of capitalism and its inherent ability to transform precapi-
talist relations. Laclau (1971) builds on this when he argues with reference
to Latin America that capitalism does not typically satisfy itself with just
restructuring precapitalist relations. It wants to replace them altogether in
order to be more effective. In short, the inherent dynamic of capitalism works
the same in the periphery as it does in the core countries. Another analyst
in the Marxian tradition went as far as concluding that “we have to face up to
the unpalatable fact that capitalism has created underdevelopment, not sim-
ply because it has exploited the underdeveloped countries, but because it has
not exploited them enough” (Kay 1975:55). Hart (1982) applied the same
argument in his analysis of the backwardness of West African agriculture.

What happened eventually, therefore, was a gradual shift away from an
analysis of Africa’s exchange relations with the rest of the world. It was
not so much dependence on the world economy that was the problem as
the backward nature of Africa’s relations of production. Some very impor-
tant and pathbreaking observations were made. Godelier (1975) noted that
economic institutions in premodern societies do not play the same role
as they do in capitalist societies. Echoing a point made much earlier by
Polanyi (1957) that such institutions are embedded in social relations, Gode-
lier went as far as claiming that there are no purely economic institutions
in these societies. Rather, certain noneconomic forms of organization take
on economic as well as other functions. The situation is especially distinc-
tive in segmentary societies – that is, societies without a unified central
authority – in which kinship determines how relations of production are
structured. Meillassoux (1975) put another twist on the same argument when
he suggested that in premodern societies it is not the relations of production,
but the relations of social reproduction that are dominant. Authority lies not
with those who control land but those who control women. Economic cells
are reproduced through what amounts to marriage alliances. Rey (1973) as
well as Hindess and Hirst (1975), finally, made contributions to the emer-
gence of a new perspective on the African peasantry by arguing that it is
ideology that plays the dominant role in distributing the product as well as
the allocation of people to different spheres of economic activity.

There was a growing readiness to acknowledge the possibility of a pecu-
liar African mode of production that needed to be the basis for further
analysis of Africa’s development prospects. Thus, Meillassoux (1975)
referred to the prevalence in Africa of a lineage mode of production.
Coquery-Vidrovitch (1976) also differentiated the specifics of an African
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mode of production, and I (Hyden 1980) referred to the same phenomenon
as a peasant mode of production. The debate had returned to a renewed
focus on the conditions existing in the African countries, regardless of what
their relationship was with the world economy. At the same time, the notion
of underdevelopment was not completely abandoned but was significantly
modified by the renewed emphasis on the precapitalist or premodern features
of African societies.

It is against the background of this shift in perception from capitalism
to precapitalism as the dominant mode of production in rural Africa
that I made the point that the peasantry is uncaptured. It is lodged in
relations of production that, in turn, are embedded in relations of social
reproduction; hence the subsistence orientation among the peasants and
their ability to resist attempts by others to control them (Hyden 1980). Not
everyone agreed with this abrupt swing in the intellectual pendulum. Kasfir
(1986), Cliffe (1987), and Williams (1987) all questioned the portrayal
of the African peasants as autonomous, arguing that they were subjected
to the world economy and to a state that was not leaving them alone.
My point, as I also clarified in Chapter Seven, was – and still is – that as
long as precapitalist – premodern – features of society remain influential
in Africa, the peasants can always find ways of circumventing, or ignoring,
the commands of their superiors. The African bourgeoisie may try to get
at the peasants, but its means of doing so are not very effective when the
conditions of smallholder farming under the auspices of kinship prevail.
Bates (1981), for example, correctly observes that it is not only that the
bourgeoisie are dispersed over large expanses of territory; it is equally
important that the rudimentary character of the prevailing social formations
limit the capacity of the African bourgeoisie to transform its societies.

This somewhat lengthy review of the past literature on dependency and
underdevelopment is not only important as part of the intellectual legacy
on which subsequent scholars have built. It is also significant because it
provides an interesting backdrop to the concerns of the neoliberal approach
that emerged in the 1980s. As will be shown in this chapter, the latter has
committed the same mistake of overemphasizing the mode of exchange at
the expense of the mode of production as the basis for development in Africa.

the new political economy

The early 1980s marked a significant break with the past as far as the region’s
relations with the rest of the world go. Whereas the intellectual and political
climate in the 1970s had provided African leaders with ammunition to stand
up against what they perceived as an unjust and exploitative world economy
dominated by the capitalist countries in the West, the crisis that affected it
in the late 1970s forced government leaders in the economically powerful
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countries to redefine their economic thinking. Instead of a generous Keyne-
sian demand-driven approach to economic management, they chose to go
back to the classical economic market model. This neoclassical economics
was initially adopted in the United States and the United Kingdom with ide-
ological enthusiasm and little reflection. It is reflected in the tone and content
of the 1981 World Bank Report on Africa that, despite some editing by more
cautious economists in the top management of the bank, echoes the notion
of the miracle of the market.

The main argument that challenged African government leaders was the
new emphasis on the state as an institution that is more a liability than an
asset to development in the region. For example, one objective of the new
market orthodoxy was to criticize the tendency for rent seeking in African
countries. Rents, of course, are profits above opportunity costs and do not
exist in the perfect market. Rent seeking is the effect of distorted markets in
which competition is absent or ineffective. The fundamental problem asso-
ciated with rent seeking is that it leads to distorted incentives. More specifi-
cally in the African situation during the 1970s, there were strong incentives
to engage in distributional struggles and to seek contrived transfers but, at
the same time, very weak incentives to engage in productive and growth-
promoting activities. Urban dwellers benefited at the expense of their rural
counterparts. That was the message coming out of the seminal book, Why
Poor People Stay Poor, by Michael Lipton (1977). In a conflict of interest
between groups, as Olson (1965) had also argued, the recipe for successful
collective action is to concentrate on gains for a relatively small group, and
on diffused and preferably invisible losses for a much larger group. In African
countries, the rural population is the largest group by far. If the smaller, rel-
atively more privileged urban population can succeed in rigging the terms
of trade in its favor, the recipe for concentrated gains and diffused losses is
realized. The urban population, therefore, has an incentive for exploiting the
rural population. This is also the argument that Bates (1981) makes in his
widely cited book on the relationship of states to market in Africa.

Those who argue this way suggest that rent seeking occurs for a vari-
ety of reasons. One is the obvious fact that it reduces the cost of living for
those who can engage in it. Another is that it is always easier for a politi-
cian to build a power base from better organized than amorphous groups.
A related reason is that the cost of resource mobilization can be signifi-
cantly cut by assembling a coalition of previously existing groups or orga-
nizations rather than having to bring them into existence in the first place
(Oberschall 1973). Yet another is that urban populations tend to be more
restless and volatile. It is politically necessary, therefore, to give priority to
allocating resources to such groups.

The scope of the urban bias, or the burden placed on agriculture, was
quite obvious to outside economic analysts as African countries moved into
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the 1980s. The 1981 World Bank report recognized the distorted incentive
structures and argued for a change in favor of the rural producers, accepting
that the problem of poverty in Africa is predominantly rural and not urban
as in Latin America. In short, the new economic policies that became part of
structural adjustment in the 1980s were meant to lure them into the market
more effectively than had been the case with the policies developed in the
1970s. If the peasants were not already captured, the new incentive struc-
tures favoring the rural producer would achieve it. Such was the new pol-
icy prescription that eventually gained acknowledgement as the Washington
Consensus, reflecting agreement not only between the World Bank and the
IMF, but also between these international finance institutions, on the one
hand, and bilateral donor governments, on the other.

Since the 1980s, thinking within the neoclassical paradigm has evolved
in the direction of what is generally called the new institutional economics
(NIE). It calls into question the notion of the perfect market and starts instead
from the assumption that markets generally fail because actors lack complete
information and it is too costly to try to obtain it (North 1990). Institutions
help rectify these failures and are the important mechanisms for achieving
the best possible solution to a given economic problem in the absence of a
perfect equilibrium between supply and demand. NIE remains the conven-
tional wisdom in economics circles, although it has been criticized for being
too functional, that is, assuming failures automatically generate their own
institutional solutions (Bates 1995).

NIE is preoccupied with lowering the transaction costs associated with
more efficient decision making. It endorses the notion that refinement of
market exchanges is the key to development in developed as well as develop-
ing countries. No questions are really asked about whether the premises of
the NIE model apply across countries. The miracle of the market has been
turned into the miracle of institutions. This approach has proved to be con-
tentious in an environment like that of African countries where the structural
conditions for formal institutions are hardly in place. Institutional solutions
to make the market more effective are being introduced despite the fact that
the social prerequisites for these measures are absent. The approach that the
international finance institutions have taken toward Africa in recent years is
to assume a market transformation, whereas, in fact, what they should do
is to help foster the material conditions in these countries for a market to be
constructed.

The double pinch that African countries face is that neither state nor
market is already fully formed or developed. Neither is in a mode of
consolidation. Both are still undergoing formation. The 1970s convinced
many analysts that a development state is a nonstarter in African coun-
tries. This concept, therefore, has been compromised in favor of the NIE.
This has come with its own costs to Africa. By trying to improve the mode of
exchange at a time when the mode of production is still at a very rudimentary
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stage of development, the NIE is forcing de-industrialization as well as de-
agrarianization on Africa. The region slips further and further into marginal-
ization. Africa’s share of global output has declined from 3.5 percent in the
early 1980s to less than 2 percent today. Similarly, Africa’s output of global
trade has fallen from 5 percent to less than 2 percent in the past two decades.
Further, much of Africa’s exports continue to be dominated by primary com-
modities with limited gains in the diversification and the export of manu-
factured goods (Kabbaj 2004). This raises the issue of what the process of
globalization really does to Africa and how it tries to cope with it.

africa and globalization

The rest of this chapter will highlight the political implications of glob-
alization in Africa. Before proceeding, however, it may be worth drawing
attention to the subtle shift that has taken place in the conceptualization of
the economic context. In the 1970s the prevailing term was the capitalist
world economy, the assumption being that there is an alternative, presum-
ably a socialist, world economy. In the beginning of the twenty-first century,
we use the term global economy, taking it for granted that there is only one –
the market (or capitalist) economy. In short, discussion in recent years has
omitted the alternative that existed, at least implicitly, in the debate some
thirty years ago.

Trends

Comparisons are no longer made in ideological terms, but rather in the con-
text of hard facts, setting African figures against trends in other regions of
the world. As indicated in Chapter One, statistics for African countries are
generally weak, because national accounts do not necessarily cover all eco-
nomic activities, or analytical capacity in central statistics bureaus is weak.
Yet, much of what we know about these countries stems from figures pro-
vided through such channels. The data that go into the World Development
Report are compiled from national sources of statistics and typically end up
as the authoritative measures of how individual countries and the African
region, as a whole, are doing. Although I am not going as far as, for example,
Ferguson (1990) to suggest that the World Bank portrayal of Africa is merely
a constructed reality, it is obvious that statistical figures, in particular, have
to be treated with a grain of salt. Even if there is more to these countries
than what the numerical data tell us, however, they do indicate scenarios
and trends that cannot be totally ignored.

Expanding on the statistics I have just cited, it is clear that the figures for
Africa are not pretty. The macrodata confirm that previous efforts to reduce
dependency or underdevelopment have really changed the conditions to the
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table 9. Select Economic Indicators by Region, 1970 and 1997
(in 1987 U.S.$)

Africa Minus Latin
Indicator South Africa Africa South Asia East Asia America

GDP per capita
1970

525 546 380 970 3,940

GDP per capita
1997

336 525 1,590 3,170 6,730

Investment per cap
1970

80 130 48 37 367

Investment per cap
1997

73 92 105 252 504

Exports per capita
1970

105 175 14 23 209

Exports per capita
1997

105 163 51 199 601

Savings/GDP (%)
1970

18.1 20.7 17.2 22.3 27.1

Savings/GDP (%)
1997

16.3 16.6 20.0 37.5 24.0

Exports/GDP (%)
1970

36.4 32.1 5.9 14.6 17.2

Exports/GDP (%)
1997

33.0 31.0 11.4 27.8 31.8

Source: World Bank data.

better. On the contrary, on the most important scores, the African region has
gone backward rather than forward, as illustrated in Table 9.

This table provides us with several observations that bear on Africa’s
failure to deal with its position in the world economy since 1970. Africa is
the only region where the average output per capita, as measured in constant
prices (1987) have fallen. There has been notable growth especially in South
and East Asia, and in Latin America. A few countries, like Botswana and
Mauritius, constitute important exceptions, but more than half the region’s
forty-eight countries have suffered a decline: some such as the Democratic
Republic of Congo, Niger, Sierra Leone, and Madagascar have had a decrease
of almost 50 percent between 1970 and 1997.

Africa’s share of world trade has also gone down since 1970. It now
amounts to less than 2 percent. Three decades ago, African countries were
specialized in primary products and highly trade-dependent – a major reason
why the critique of dependency and underdevelopment emerged in the lit-
erature. Because African countries have fallen far short of their ambition to
industrialize, some thirty years later, they remain largely primary exporters.
With countries in the other regions having made important strides toward
diversifying their economies, those in Africa have become marginalized and
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thus more vulnerable. To be sure, foreign aid continues to flow – albeit in
less generous quantities and with more strings attached – but this aid depen-
dence tends to create the impression that the continent is kept alive thanks to
external rather than domestic contributions. Its external dependence is fur-
ther aggravated by the heavy debt burden that in net present value amounts
to more than 80 percent of GDP. It will be interesting to see whether the new
commitment to reduce poverty in Africa manifested at the 2005 G8 Summit
will help change this situation.

Among all regions, Africa is also the only one that has witnessed a decline
in investments and savings since 1970. With rapid population growth – 2.9
percent compared to 1.8 percent for South Asia, 1.2 percent for East Asia,
and 1.6 percent for Latin America – Africa’s predicament is further com-
pounded in a negative direction. Africa’s development challenges go deeper
than what these economic indicators reveal, but I will confine my account
here to the macro aspects of the region’s political economy.

Africa continues to be most dependent on the agricultural sector for any
attempt at generating a locally driven development effort; economic trends
in this area are particularly relevant here. It is especially striking that while
agricultural production continued to grow during the colonial period and in
the first decade after independence, it began to decline in per capita terms in
the mid-1970s. Because Africa has had to contend with higher population
growth rates than other regions in the past forty years, per capita production
has fallen although aggregate agricultural output has been positive in many
countries. As discussed in Chapter Seven, per capita production performance
since independence stands in contrast to what has happened in both Latin
America and especially those countries in Asia that can be labeled developing.
During this period, Africa’s share of world agricultural exports has fallen
from 8 percent to a mere 2 percent. Although it used to be a food exporter,
it has since become a net importer. This applies to important staple crops on
the continent.

There are many reasons for Africa’s negative agricultural performance.
The one that is most important here concerns Africa’s economic relations
with the rest of the world. When the dependency and underdevelopment
perspective first emerged in the analysis of African economies, it was largely
in response to a missed opportunity after independence to replace reliance
on export of primary commodities with local processing and manufacturing.
Analysts and advocates both in academic and policy circles were convinced
that such an alternative was feasible. After failing to significantly reverse that
trend, the options are much more limited, especially given the new geopo-
litical climate that leaves African countries even more exposed to external
forces than before. In addition to the global dominance of the United States
that limits the ability of African countries to play one power against the other
– as they did in Cold War days – the most serious constraint comes from
the lack of political willingness, both within the United States and the EU,
to cut subsidies to farmers and to stop dumping surplus grains in the world
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market. These two measures have had the effect of leaving world market
prices for food crops at a constantly low level, reducing the incentives for
African farmers to expand their production.

Interpretations

There are many interpretations of globalization and what it entails for Africa,
the vast majority of them gloomy. It is hard not to share some of the pes-
simism in the literature, but it is also easy to get lost in this often-generalized
hopelessness. Trying to avoid this trap, I have decided to focus on three
issues that are real to Africans. All three have implications for policy as well
as research.

The first of these issues is the deteriorating terms of trade. As the cap-
italist world economy has changed into a monolithic global economy, the
most relevant terminology, as Mittelman (2000) points out, is no longer
the distinction between core, semiperiphery, and periphery countries. Even
though the dependency and underdevelopment literature rejected the notion
of a linear trajectory of progress – as implied in the early modernization
literature and initially embraced by the African nationalist elite – much of it
entertained the possibility of progress in the periphery. As suggested above,
socialism – or in some instances, communism – was treated as a viable alter-
native because the international arena was still divided into two camps, one
dominated by the United States, the other by the Soviet Union. Thus, not only
could countries in the periphery play one camp against the other – as often
happened – but they could also exit from the capitalist world economy to
join a socialist economy that was organized along different lines. The effort
by the Non-Aligned Movement, made up of governments from Third World
countries, in the 1970s to help bring about a New International Economic
Order (NIEO) was ample evidence of that ambition.

With globalization has come a reorganization of the international scene
from an East-West to a North-South divide. For protagonists of a new
world order, it is meant to offer more opportunities for countries in the
South to sell their products because of lower tariffs and thus freer move-
ment of commodities. With the growth of world trade in the past two
decades, there is obviously some evidence to back up such a claim. As
critics of globalization have pointed out, however, the global market isn’t
what one calls a level playing field. The structural hurdles that the South,
especially Africa, runs into are twofold. The first is the growing vertical inte-
gration of the global division of labor that a more liberalized global economy
permits. Transnational corporations, typically based in the North, can more
easily establish themselves in new locations without the fear that was real
in the 1970s (Herbst 2000:226). The costs that governments in the South
incur today by disallowing foreign capital to invest in their countries are
much higher and thus less feasible not only from an economic but also from
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a political point of view. The political lever that these governments used to
have in the days of Keynesian economics has pretty much vanished today.
Compared to the 1970s, there is virtually no academic – let alone policy –
discourse on the issue of state intervention to rectify economic and social
imbalances caused by the effects of global market operations.

African governments as well as groups of citizens in these countries are
quite suspicious of the current world trade system for good reasons. They
find a lot of hypocrisy in the statements political leaders in the United States
and the EU make about partnering with Africa because these same leaders
fail to deal with the most obvious asymmetries in the system, notably the sub-
sidies paid to farmers in their own countries. They are also upset about the
elimination of previous partnership arrangements, such as the Lomé Con-
vention that allowed African countries access to European markets based
on the principle of North-South solidarity (Cheru 2002:28–29). The clauses
that used to apply to the various rounds of the Lomé Convention, like other
regional and trade integration arrangements, have more recently been subor-
dinated under the general principles of the World Trade Organization. This
means that the principle of reciprocity now guides trade among unequal
partners. It is not surprising that many Africans argue that this arrangement
will make the weak only weaker.

The terms of trade are such that there are few incentives, especially for
agricultural producers, to embark upon improvements that would enable
them and their countries to grow richer. Due to their low savings rate, there
is little money available on the local markets for investment. This does not
mean that all Africans are necessarily losers. Globalization has its winners in
Africa, too. It has expanded market opportunities for entrepreneurial indi-
viduals – many are women – who are increasingly becoming global opera-
tors. Although much of it is still on a small scale, Africans, as the Indians,
Lebanese, and Chinese have been doing already for some time, are engag-
ing in intercontinental trade, mostly with Asia, but also with Europe and
North America. The most significant of these activities are the exports of
fruit, vegetables, and flowers from East Africa to Europe and the Middle
East. Fish from the Great Lakes, especially Lake Victoria, is being flown
vacuum-packed to destinations as far as Gainesville, Florida. There are
also a large number of itinerant traders from Senegal and Mali who walk
the streets in cities like New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C.
selling handicraft and other locally produced items from Africa. On the
import side, electronics and textile products from the Middle East and Asia
dominate. Dubai is a favorite destination for cheap purchases of goods that
can be sold with a profit in local African markets. The same applies to the
many women who ply the routes to Bangkok in search of textile materi-
als to bring back to sell in city boutiques. All these trading activities are
complementary to what multinational trading houses such as the United
Africa Company (Unilever) have done for generations. They constitute a
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new feature of African development, one that suggests agency in spite of
overwhelming structural constraints.

The second issue is the loss of national sovereignty that accompanies
globalization. Sovereignty entails jurisdiction over all activities, including
economic ones, within a state’s geographic boundaries. Liberalization of
the global economy calls this sovereignty into question and tensions arise
between state actors and transnational corporations and other international
agents, notably the international finance institutions. This applies to every
country around the world that is part of this economy, but the consequences
for sovereignty tend to be especially marked in the low-income countries,
most of which can be found in the African region (Evans 1987).

The big difference between the 1970s and the beginning of the twenty-
first century is that during the earlier decade, the penetration by multina-
tional corporations and the role that other external actors played led to an
expanding role of the state. As Evans (1987:344) concludes, the sovereignty-
threatening intrusions by these actors may actually have led the state into
more development activities than it otherwise would have done. As I have
suggested throughout this book, it helped generate the movements that
led the development efforts after independence. In today’s global econ-
omy, the same dynamic is not at play, certainly not to the extent that it
was some thirty years ago. Writing from an African perspective, the late
Ake (1995:26) argues that the economic forces are shaping the world not
only into one economy, but also into one political society. Nations par-
ticipate in global governance according to their economic strength and –
by extension – their rights. This global order, he writes, is ruled by an infor-
mal cabinet of the world’s economically most powerful countries (cf. the G-8
summits); its law is the logic of the market, and status in this new order is a
function of economic performance.

The question is, of course, whether African countries have the inter-
nal strength to deal with this less hospitable global environment. In a
context of increasingly circumscribed national sovereignty, what scope of
agency do African governments have? African analysts tend to see very lit-
tle hope for their continent. A prominent Nigerian economist believes that
the neoliberal economic policies that have been imposed on African coun-
tries in the past two decades have only caused misery (Onimode 1992).
A Ghanaian political scientist, Hutchful (1989:122–23), was among the
first to argue that a parallel government is emerging in Africa. It is con-
trolled by the international lending agencies and is causing the appropria-
tion of policy-making powers, which displaces the role of domestic actors,
notably the elected representatives in parliament. Government in African
countries becomes more accountable to external agencies than those in the
domestic arena. These observations and others by African social scientists
tend to dismiss the scope for local agency, and there is little doubt that
the latter has declined since the 1970s. The multinational corporations were



P1: FBQ
0521856167c10 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:56

The External Dimension 225

relatively easy targets for sovereign governments, but international finance
institutions and other international agencies, multi- or bilateral, are more
difficult to deal with, especially in a context where countries are heav-
ily indebted and prices of primary commodities in the world market re-
main low.

The nationalist movements needed the multinational corporations on the
ground in order to demonstrate their ability to stand up against exploitation
by outsiders. Once they acted to seize their assets, however, these corpo-
rations withdrew, leaving governments without powerful local targets for
social and political mobilization. The current dependence on the interna-
tional finance institutions gives these governments much less leeway. First
of all, African governments are themselves members of these institutions.
Second, their investments on the ground in African countries are owned
locally. For these reasons, standing up against the World Bank and the IMF
becomes merely rhetorical. It may provide political leaders with some short-
term political capital by doing so, but because they typically have to eat their
own words, the longer-term effects are much more contentious. It is fair to
say, therefore, that African governments find it much harder today to mobi-
lize energy from opposing external influences. This is a frustration that they
nowadays prefer to deal with by exiting; that is, when they have no choice
but to agree, they ignore the implementation of policies with external agen-
cies. The structural constraints to blaming Africa’s plight on external forces
also means that political leaders are increasingly ready to identify enemies
within. Real or fictional, these domestic enemies, e.g. in the shape of political
opposition to government, become the target of leaders acting in the name
of the movement legacy. These conflicts sometimes get out of hand and are
the cause of the increased number of intrastate conflicts in Africa discussed
in the previous chapter.

The third issue concerns the effects of globalization of social life in
Africa. Globalization has no doubt brought a variety of new influences to
the continent. Villagers even in distant corners are exposed to new ideas
and products that were totally unknown only some years ago. Modern
meets traditional in many new ways and contexts. Africans are adjust-
ing and social life changes accordingly. But what does all this amount
to? Is Africa finally being modernized in the sense that we discussed in
Chapter Two?

It would be wrong to assume that every African reacts the same way.
There are those who are capable of taking advantage of these new influences
and modernize their life by latching on to new and distant relations that
help turn place into space. They become part of global networks and are
among the new, successful entrepreneurs that can be found in most African
countries today.

The majority of Africans, however, remain at the receiving end of
these new influences. They are mainly reactive and try to cope with an
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increasingly challenging social environment in which opportunities exist
but where many find it hard to take the risk involved in seizing these
opportunities. Instead, they prefer the relative security that can be found
in relying on others to provide the goods that they need. Human agency
is not autonomous, but continues to be embedded in familiar social
networks.

The effects of globalization on social life, therefore, are both progressive
and conservative (MacGaffey 1987). It has created a new cadre of risk-
taking individuals with global connections that they themselves have some
control over. These people can be found in business. They typically shun
politics because they find it too parochial. Globalization, however, has also
had a conserving influence. Many of the continent’s premodern social rela-
tions have been reaffirmed rather than transformed by this process. The free
movement of capital has not been matched by a similar freedom for people to
move across borders. Thus, capital has shaken African societies, but forced
people to fall back upon relations that are often opposed to official authority.
It is no surprise, therefore, that across Africa informal relations and insti-
tutions have become the prime mechanisms for coping with the uncertainty
and insecurity that globalization has brought to the region.

conclusions

Three conclusions can be drawn from this analysis of Africa’s external dimen-
sion. Its ability to make headway in competition with other regions of the
world is more constrained today than it was in the 1970s. By encouraging
the majority of African governments at that time to take radical measures
against their economic dependence on the former colonial powers, they did
in fact weaken their own position in the emerging global context. Turning
things around today is a much tougher proposition than it was some thirty
years ago when governments had access to Keynesian economic policy tools.
In the current global economy, African governments have little, if any, lever-
age and their economies are very extensively dependent on what happens
to more developed and powerful economies. If African economies were ever
dependent, it is now.

The second conclusion is that the global environment in which African
countries find themselves is not itself a determining factor in the sense that
it causes things to happen. It is a conditioning factor, meaning that it pro-
vides the parameters within which African agency takes place. The latter is
ultimately the determining variable because structures do not act on their
own. What African governments and other actors on the scene decide to do
is what matters.

The third conclusion is that African governments have responded to glob-
alization primarily in political terms. They have not been very effective in
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pushing their own economic interests within international organizations like
the World Trade Organization or UNCTAD, and not just because they are
poor countries, but also because they have rarely come well-prepared to
negotiate in economic terms. The result is that they have ended up in polit-
ical posturing hoping that other more powerful nations would, out of soli-
darity, pursue their interests too. This has invariably not happened. African
governments have been forced to leave without anything because they went
for something that was totally unrealistic.
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So What Do We Know?

In bringing together the different arguments that have been made in this
volume, this chapter begins by identifying the main points of full or near-full
consensus among scholars of politics in Africa. Building on this baseline of
propositions, I will offer my own summary statement of politics unbound.
The next section will address the implications of the points made in this
volume for future research and Africa’s position in the discipline of political
science, notably the field of comparative politics. The chapter ends with a
discussion of the relationship between area studies and the mainstream of
the discipline.

what do scholars agree upon?

A main purpose of this volume has been to sift through half a century of
scholarship on politics in Africa. Time has come to ask what knowledge
we have accumulated and what we agree upon. The process of knowledge
generation, not surprisingly, has been winding; the result, therefore, not so
easy to capture in brief. This difficulty notwithstanding, there is a need to
come up with a coherent profile that tells us what politics in Africa is all
about. There is a good deal of consensus on a number of points. Based on
my reading of the subject matter, I am ready to conclude that most, if not
all, scholars would agree with the ten propositions I offer here. They are all
stated in terms of what seems to matter most.

1. Society rather than State. Students of politics over the years have come to
accept that African countries by and large lack an autonomous state that acts
based on its own logic. As this volume has indicated over and over again,
state institutions remain embedded in society. State does not lead society in
Africa; and state does not control society. Societal values permeate state insti-
tutions in ways that are counterproductive to national development. Most

228
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notably, state resources are captured by individual leaders to feed their own
communities or constituencies through procedures that go contrary to pol-
icy priorities specified in the national budget. The state in Africa, therefore,
tends to be both weak and soft.

2. Rule over People rather than Land. African countries are still largely char-
acterized by premodern features – including national politics – that tend to
survive not just in the countryside, but also in the urban areas. Progress in
Africa is often measured more in terms of how successfully governments
can bring people together in a peaceful manner than in terms of exploiting
natural resources. Peace and stability are more important indicators of suc-
cess to people in Africa than the objective economic measures used by the
international community. Acquiring followers easily becomes an end in itself
both at macro- and microlevels. A government leader does not look for just
the minimum coalition needed to rule, but the largest possible such coalition
because it provides more prestige and, above all, greater prospect of stability.
Much the same logic plays itself out at the household level where to this day
the larger the number of women and children a person has, the greater his
prestige and power in the local context.

3. Private rather than Public Realm. Because the boundary between state
and society is fuzzy, there is also a problem of sustaining a meaning-
ful distinction between what is private and public. Officials in state insti-
tutions are not feeling bound by rules of conduct that exist on paper
but are typically ignored in these countries. Person rather than role mat-
ters. This means that individual officers often use their positions to pur-
sue their private rather than the public interest. It may mean feathering
one’s own nest or diverting resources for purposes associated with the indi-
vidual’s own personal connections. Public conduct, therefore, is not pre-
dictable. Cases are often delayed in order to allow the official an oppor-
tunity to extract a bribe before resolving them. People with the right
connections get their problems solved without delay; others have to wait
indefinitely.

4. Patronage rather than Policy. African countries do not have policy gov-
ernments, but public institutions operating on the basis of patronage. These
governments conduct their business not with a view to implementing offi-
cially agreed-upon policies, but look to rewarding individuals and groups
that have shown exemplary loyalty or contributed to the political success of
a government leader. In short, resources flow along very different paths than
those that are identified in official statements, be that a policy announce-
ment or the national budget. The result is that African governments tend to
look to the past rather than to the future. To the extent that policies feature
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in politics, they are more often for window-dressing purposes than for real
implementation.

5. Politics rather than Economics. African countries are only marginally
incorporated into the global economy. The majority may participate in the
market economy, but they are not so dependent on specific policies that they
really care about what measures government takes. The strategy adopted by
the majority of people in African countries is that of coping with whatever cir-
cumstances others create for them – despite the small margins within which
they try to earn a living. Developing the right connections with people who
can mediate on their behalf is part of this coping strategy. These conditions
leave political leaders more interested in maximizing control than engaging
in economic calculations; they are less interested in the cost and benefits or
feasibility of specific measures that will turn competing private interests into
a public policy that fosters national development. Because patronage rather
than policy matters, economics does not inform politics the way that it does
in countries that are more heavily integrated into the global economy, and
thus more dependent on managing their economic relations with the rest of
the world.

6. Informal rather than Formal Institutions. Because rule over people is
important and patronage prevails, informal institutions tend to be particu-
larly influential in African countries. Their influence permeates society and
state alike. They manifest themselves at many different levels in the form
of patron-client relations, charismatic leaders, political cliques, or individ-
uals who regularly pool resources in order to get by. They exist side-by-
side with formal institutions, but are typically so powerful that it is their
self-regulating logic rather than such principles as transparency and public
accountability that determine the conduct of state agencies. The extent to
which formal institutions are being shaped by informal relations is some-
times a creative and, at other times, a subversive act. In other words, formal
institutions may sometimes be mended in such a way that positive results
occur. More common, however, is the opposite: Formal institutions tend to
show negative performance as a result of the pervasive influence of informal
institutions.

7. Concentration rather than Separation of Power. Much of the movement
legacy that emerged as African countries struggled for independence lives on
today in the sense that political mobilization rather than political pluralism
dominates the minds of government leaders. They perceive themselves as
involved in nation building for which purpose they want to minimize diver-
sity of views and enhance unanimity. They often use their former colonial
powers – or just the West – as an enemy in order to enhance the prospect of
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unity and agreement. This encourages a political setup in which the notion
of separation of power is seen as undercutting nation building and devel-
opment. Instead, they call for concentration of power and a limit on what
others can ask from government leaders in terms of accountability. Even
though many African countries have established public agencies that are
expected to deal with improper conduct of power, these institutions remain
under the control of the head of state and are more often used for damage
control rather than independent inquiry.

8. Control rather than Facilitation. Political leaders in African countries are
generally uncomfortable with critique of their performance. Some react more
abrasively to such criticism than others, but they all differ only in degree.
The idea that governments should facilitate diversification of views remains
foreign to these leaders as does the concept that they should help build viable
civil societies on whose inputs they could rely for effective policy making.
Because politics is so personal and dependent on patronage, control of both
public resources and views of people in power becomes more paramount
than in countries in which objective criteria used in making policy serve
a mediating purpose. Political compromise in African countries is never a
victory – not even a half-victory – but always a sign of weakness that political
leaders do not want to reveal. To maintain control, therefore, leaders need
to be as restrictive as possible in allowing other views to bear on how they
perform.

9. Compliance rather than Deliberation. In societies where so much of a
person’s welfare and security depends on relations with other people, the
notion that such issues are open for discussion is foreign. There is no public
debate that serves the purpose of identifying a public opinion in favor of
or against a particular measure proposed or taken by government. To be
sure, public media may open their spaces for different views on specific
issues, but these debates do not end up in true policy deliberations. Members
of the public are always inclined to, first of all, comply with measures by
the authorities. If they cannot escape them, often possible with the help
of informal relations, they may engage in spontaneous protest – a sign of
frustration with the absence of a public dialogue. Civil society is difficult to
build in African countries because there is little of a middle ground between
protest action and official calls for compliance.

10. External Dependency Growing rather than Declining. In countries
where the engagement with the global economy is as limited as it is in Africa,
its significance is not taken as seriously in political circles as is the case in more
developed countries, including the newly industrializing countries. African
leaders, by and large, have not paid enough attention to their country’s
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relations with the rest of the world. They have taken only a limited inter-
est in key international issues that affect their countries, notably those in the
context of the World Trade Organization. Their own economic management
at home has only exacerbated their marginal position in the world. The result
is that their countries have slipped further and further away from the rest of
the world. The untamed nature of politics has been costly to these countries
and the people trying to make a living there.

None of these propositions is written in stone. It is an empirical
question – and therefore an invitation to further research – to examine how
far they can be challenged by new facts. We know already in a tentative fash-
ion that there may be variations among countries that is interesting enough
to suggest amendments or qualifications to the ten points I have just out-
lined. For instance, as suggested in this volume, are movements giving way
to political parties? Are parties getting formalized thus giving rise to a party
system? Are professional and economic points of view having more impact
than suggested here?

africa’s untamed politics: a summary statement

These ten propositions are meant to convey a composite profile of politics
in Africa. They are the building blocks with which most scholars go about
making their arguments. They do differ, however, in terms of how they put
these blocks together. Not everyone argues the same way. Drawing on the
above consensus, I shall make my own summary statement that offers a
narrative story line that can be used for the rest of the discussion in this and
the next chapter.

Understanding politics in Africa begins by understanding society and
the continued presence of premodern features that determine behavior and
choice. Although the colonial powers tried to modernize African society,
they did not do enough of it. Furthermore, the heavy-handed and patroniz-
ing way in which they did so made Africans resist it. Thus, the nationalist
movements that came to power after independence tended to reject moder-
nity as a colonial leftover. Instead, these movements embarked on restoring
and reinventing modes of organization and behavior that reflected African
society as they interpreted it to have been prior to colonization. This resulted
in the embedding of state institutions in society, and a personalization of
politics based on primary face-to-face reciprocities. This movement legacy
has been used over and over again by political leaders on the continent
ever since.

Africa’s premodern features are a combination of structural underdevel-
opment and political choice. They are not historically inevitable, but are
sufficiently ingrained in society today to make modernization a serious chal-
lenge. Trust does not reach beyond face-to-face relations. In the African
context, money and expert systems have yet to effectively distanciate space



P1: FBQ
0521856167c11 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:59

So What Do We Know? 233

from place, that is, to allow for the sustained growth of secondary institu-
tions that facilitate transactions across wider social distances. In the way
politics is being conducted today there is little, if any, room for empathy
and self-reflection. Criticism is perceived as personal rather than institu-
tional. Blame is laid on circumstances beyond one’s own control or on an
enemy – real or perceived – that is responsible for anything gone wrong.
Much political energy is devoted to defeating opponents. Politics, therefore,
is typically a zero-sum game and conflicts abound.

In Africa’s only partially modernized societies, a rational state apparatus
reliant on rule and role compliance is still to emerge. Things public remain
immersed in private transactions; state institutions are embedded in society.
It is rarely clear where state ends and society begins or where things public
become private. Because the state is not really an autonomous institution
that acts in the public interest, policy analysis based on cost-benefit analysis
or any other known technique is typically ignored in favor of political con-
siderations that stem from the need to manage relations of affection. Politics,
therefore, is less concerned with transaction than with transgression costs.
Compliance is more important than dialogue, the result being that cost con-
siderations in African countries fall upon the shoulders of external agencies –
notably the World Bank – which probably would be much happier if they did
not have to take on this responsibility. The lack of fit between the priorities
of outside financial agencies, on the one hand, and national politicians, on
the other, is a constant source of irritation. It leads to deadlocks in attempted
reform processes.

Because there is no autonomous state civil society is also absent. There
may be associational life in many African countries, but it still has to trans-
late into a vigorous civil society that helps galvanize and organize public
opinion. Where politics tends to have no limits, those with power will want
to extend their control to as many corners of society as possible. They have
no interest in facilitating the emergence of social forces that are indepen-
dently challenging their position. Whereas African leaders may tolerate the
existence of nongovernmental organizations, especially if they confine their
activities to development, they are much less willing to let them organize
public opinion. That becomes a political act and these leaders see that as
a potential threat to their authority. Those who are not engaged in pol-
itics must subject themselves to their political leaders. The fewer indivi-
duals to manage in politics, the easier the task of sustaining stability and
peace! At least, that is the way most African leaders approach the issue of
governance.

Finally, conflicts in Africa abound not because of ethnicity, but because
of the fluidity of social relations. It is perhaps the most deeply entrenched
preconception about contemporary Africa that ethnic identities are strong
and thus the cause of conflict. Scholars have reason to contribute to elimi-
nating such misconceptions. Much has been done, but more can be achieved
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by adopting a transactive approach to ethnicity, which acknowledges the
importance of the ascriptive component of ethnicity without falling into the
trap of treating it as primordial. Ethnic identity in the context of a transactive
approach is the product of social exchange. It springs out of the relationship
between individuals and groups. This approach gives ethnicity the dynamic
content that is needed to understand why it is not so deeply entrenched in the
minds of individuals, yet gives rise to so many conflicts. By relying on such
an approach, it also becomes possible to understand why ethnic conflicts
in most instances never last very long and why reconciliation is possible.
Conflicts that have lasted long in Africa are not purely ethnic; they are civil
conflicts in which ethnicity may feature, but religion or another factor has
been the determinant cause.

implications for research

The challenge to political science that politics in Africa poses is that it is
empirically different enough from politics in other regions of the world to
call into question the usefulness of mainstream analytical categories. This
forces Africanists into either of three strategies while trying to pursue their
research. One is to stay with the original concept; the second is to create a
subtype that is more specific to the African cases; and the third is to invent
new categories altogether. This volume has demonstrated the value and some
of the frustrations associated with these three strategies.

The first of these strategies is the easy one in the sense that, intentionally
or unintentionally, the researcher assumes away all the possible issues that
arise when it comes to operationalizing key concepts. Rational choice theo-
rists, like those relying on a neoinstitutionalist approach, use this approach,
praising it for its parsimony. The model of man as a rational self-maximizing
individual applies to every society; hence there is no need to worry about
values and where they come from. Culture is externalized so as to make
analysis easy. A similar issue arises in the study of democratization in which
the model is taken straight out of Western textbooks about democracy and
how it is meant to work. The assumptions that are made in studies that
do not question the extent to which these are accurate or valid convey the
image that the process of democratization follows a single and unilinear
track. Yet another concept that is rather uncritically bandied about by polit-
ical scientists – and many others – is civil society. It has typically become just
another conceptual box for capturing all associational life outside the state.
Very often it stretches as far as including private sector business enterprises.
There is little or no attempt to problematize the concept; even to ask the
basic question what “civil” really means in this context.

On balance, one can argue that every piece of research requires a trade-off
between a manageable design and adequate attention to how well it captures
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empirical realities. It is necessary to externalize a number of variables that
are potentially relevant. The question is really what is being externalized and
how much of the possible explanatory equation it leaves out. The natural
inclination when making such choices is to rely on variables that have been
used by others. These earlier studies provide guidance as to what is impor-
tant. Furthermore, by relying on their categories, comparison is facilitated.
Thus, variables that are relevant in one region are readily borrowed in order
to demonstrate the comparative potential of one’s research. Too seldom is
the hard question being asked on how well concepts travel across regions.
Someone may, of course, object and argue that the answer to that question
is possible to obtain only after the empirical research has been conducted.
To the extent that a researcher in the field is sensitive to context and ready
to adjust the research design, this may well happen, but far too often it does
not. The researcher prefers to stay with a conceptual apparatus that has
been worked out in advance and in the end allows for a statement about the
comparative value of the study.

A preference for concepts that are assumed to be universally applicable
leads to an unwitting conceptual stretching. Because a concept is not prob-
lematized in advance, researchers go into the field believing that what they
are measuring, or assuming to be the motivation for behavior and choice, is
beyond question. The framework for collecting and analyzing data remains
pretty much unaltered; facts other than those collected within the frame-
work do not count. This volume has demonstrated that narrow parameters
and premises, while parsimonious, miss much of what is important. In the
specific case of African politics, it is clear that assumptions about human
behavior that are formalized into theory from Western culture at best allow
for comparisons that are superficial and often misleading. It is precisely for
this reason that political science needs its area specialists; people who, if
nothing else, serve to correct the images that high-flying models of reality
tend to convey.

If too many theorists in political science get away with conceptual stretch-
ing by not asking questions because they rely on a tight model based on strict
assumptions, area specialists run into the opposite problem: stretching the
concept too far! They tend to be too much driven by what they come across
in the empirical realm. As they dig deeper and deeper they uncover so much
detail that, in order to deal with it, they have to bend existing concepts in new
directions. Collier and Levitsky (1997) discuss this problem at length using
the concept of democracy to illustrate their points. The latter has acquired
its precise meaning based on the experiences of Western Europe and North
America. The basic subtypes of democracy, therefore, are, not surprisingly,
presidential and parliamentary forms of democracy. With the growing inter-
est in recent years in the issues of democratization, the challenge to students
of political science has been the fact that these basic subtypes are not the
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most appropriate to capture what is happening in Latin America, Eastern
Europe, or Africa. The inevitable result is that scholars have coined myriad
diminished subtypes such as illiberal, delegative, and electoral democracy,
implying that the countries that they study fall short of meeting the defini-
tional requirements associated with any of the regular subtypes.

This means that we now have democracy with a virtually endless number
of adjectives, each denominating a specific case or a small number of cases.
This proliferation of adjectives attached to the basic concept of democracy
is a manifestation of some empirical depth – and should be applauded from
that perspective. The other side of this tendency, however, is to reduce com-
parability. The number of cases to which a given diminished subcategory of
democracy applies is limited. There is a tendency to get stuck in area-specific
studies. For instance, the tendency among Latin Americanists to invent these
diminished subtypes has reinforced the area orientation at the expense of
more broad-based comparisons. The few attempts to study the Latin Amer-
ican experience in comparative perspective, for example, Linz and Stepan
(1996), have not really managed to transcend the limitations inherent in this
area orientation. Comparing Eastern Europe with Latin America, using the
latter as the conceptual and theoretical baseline, is a bold attempt but one
that goes beyond the issues raised by the authors.

Political science needs both general theory and diminished subtypes to
deal with the full complexity of the subject matter. Sometimes, however, the
question arises whether either of these strategies works. If the premises of
general theory are too narrow or the area orientation too deeply embedded
in an empirical richness, there is a reason for coining new concepts to stim-
ulate reflection and rethinking more broadly. The economy of affection is
a case in point. The assumption on which it rests – that individuals do not
typically make decisions as fully autonomous persons but rather in an inter-
dependent fashion in which relations to other people matters – is, of course,
not completely new. In fact, it can be taken out of game theory by which the
notion of iterative games implies that individuals make decisions in the light
of what they know about other actors. The face-to-face context of direct
reciprocities rests on the notion that people do have enough information
about each other to make a deal without having first to sign a contract. At
a time when scholars are preoccupied with the notion of transaction costs,
adverse selection, and moral hazard, it is clear that human behavior, as con-
ceived in the economy of affection, is sufficiently different to warrant a sep-
arate conceptualization; it carries no transaction costs at the microlevel. The
real transaction costs – and they are considerable – occurs at the macrolevel
as discussed in Chapter Five. Relying on dyadic networks of clientelistic rela-
tions requires heavy monitoring and significant risks if selection is adverse.
It is precisely because there are no transaction costs at the microlevel that
individuals act rationally within the economy of affection. It is perhaps the
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most important explanation for the reason that states in Africa have become
rentier states. Ruling an African country does not lend itself to the kind of
economistic considerations on which much of NIE rests. The political costs
of rule in Africa cannot be ignored. They are in most instances a prereq-
uisite for political stability. African actors know it because they operate in
an economy of affection context. Foreign advisors have no or little personal
experience of the costs associated with reliance of direct reciprocities. They
treat anything other than what their own model informs them as constraints
that must be removed.

The economy of affection is by no means confined to Africa. The shortcut
that is often provided by informal institutions based on direct reciprocities is
tempting anywhere. As suggested in Chapter Four, it can be found in every
society. Latin Americanists will recognize it in the form of political clien-
telism and attempts to seek favors, for example, the jeitinho phenomenon
in Brazil. Middle Eastern scholars will find the economy of affection man-
ifesting itself in many of the social institutions of Islam. It will also have
a familiar ring to scholars of Asian societies who study corruption in gov-
ernment and informal practices that shape both politics and management
in countries like China and Japan (Fukuyama 1995). Scholars of American
society and politics will find the phenomenon in many different contexts, for
example, in the prevalence of illegal migrants and their mode of existence,
the unofficial transfer of money by Cuban-Americans in Florida to their rel-
atives and friends on the island, and so forth. Scholars of European politics
will also be familiar with informal practices that stem from a state that is
often too intrusive or regulatory. Immigrant minorities in the welfare states
of northern Europe are often forced to lead a life in which direct reciproc-
ities become a necessary part of coping with day-to-day challenges to their
existence. Citizens in European countries often fall back on informal deals
to escape the heavy burden of paying taxes on services and other types of
transactions. In short, people everywhere can associate with some, if not all,
the aspects of an economy of affection.

The concept encounters a problem in current literature, which is so heav-
ily influenced by democratization, good governance, and development: What
it stands for is typically condemned and, at best, treated as constraint. As
this volume has suggested, however, informal institutions based on face-to-
face reciprocities are on the rise. It poses a new challenge to researchers
in political science and related disciplines. A sharper focus on the econ-
omy of affection and the many informal institutions that it gives rise to
is justified. Its prevalence in Africa makes the region a natural starting
point for such a new research frontier, hence the attempt in this volume
to highlight what the economy of affection is all about, how it is best the-
orized, and how it empirically manifests itself in informal behaviors and
institutions.
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area studies and political science

Nowhere is the tension between contextuality and comparability greater
than in the study of comparative politics. That is the way it should be, but it
means that many political scientists who are active in other fields within the
discipline rarely have an opportunity to experience what this tension is all
about; what its full dimensions are. The discipline has become increasingly
specialized. Students get only a one-dimensional and thus very partial view
of the whole subject matter. This is not only the result of the disaggregation
of the discipline into fields or subfields. It is also because some professors
and departments, serving as gatekeepers in the discipline, only allow their
graduate students to learn what in their view is the most powerful model,
theory, or method. This tendency for the discipline to become balkanized
is exacerbated by the increased reliance on existing data sets. Students of
politics easily become immune to the empirical richness that the subject
matter offers.

The fervent but sometimes blind search for empirical regularities makes
sense in situations where rule-oriented behavior prevails because of the exis-
tence of strong formal institutions. Thus, for instance, it can be fruitfully
applied to the study of voting behavior in legislative chambers, especially
where party loyalties are strong or ideological divisions predict such behav-
ior. The use of formal models to study legislatures may sometimes be an
overkill, because much of what they predict would have been possible to
anticipate without so much theoretical fuzz. In fact, in many studies that
aim to find regularities in political behavior, the most interesting – and
sometimes overlooked – aspect of the findings may be the exceptions –
those who do not behave as predicted by the model. After all, the very
essence of politics is not regularity or precision, but contestation and ambi-
guity. Capturing those manifestations in formal models is like trying to catch
a fly with the help of a lion cage.

Comparative politics continues to rely on real empirical fieldwork to an
extent that students of American politics and international relations do not.
Thus, relatively speaking, there is much more sensitivity to empirical vari-
ation and the challenges that it poses to the field. There is a healthy ten-
sion between studies that draw on historical sociology to explain particular
phenomena and those cross-sectional studies that try to generalize across
national and cultural boundaries. It is the mutual respect among quantita-
tively and qualitatively oriented scholars in the field that has given compar-
ative politics its strength. In fact, many scholars realize that relying on one
method alone is often limiting the conclusions that can be drawn. Diver-
sity, or pluralism, in approaches to the study of politics is strength, not
weakness.

It is in this context that the study of politics in Africa best fits. Time
has come to answer the question of what contribution scholars devoted to
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this topic have made to the discipline of political science, in general, and
the field of comparative politics, in particular. Others may have different
things in mind, but I believe that in addition to highlighting the significance
of informal institutions, the contribution can be divided into four principal
parts: (a) the need for problematizing the premises of theoretical models, (b)
reliance on multiple methods of data collection, (c) raising the issue of how
we study power, and (d) showing the value of political sociology.

Africanists, more than most other area specialists, are sensitive to what
they perceive as the limits of general theory or models that presuppose uni-
versal applicability. To be sure, there are those who may ignore this issue,
but the majority of Africanist scholars would start any investigation with
a skeptical view about the extent to which a purportedly general theory or
model may apply in their context. This skepticism is healthy and one rea-
son why Africanists have something to offer. Most scholars studying African
politics do not outright reject the theoretical ambition to be comparative
beyond the boundaries of their own region, but it has become the hallmark
of much of the scholarly work on Africa that theoretical premises have to be
questioned in advance. Students need to demonstrate that a concept or a the-
ory is relevant for their study, and it is working not just because some other
comparativist studying some other region of the world has effectively applied
it. This often rather scattered search for theoretical guidance in the field of
comparative politics is not enough. Researchers need to demonstrate why
a particular concept fits the realities in their particular region. This applies,
for instance, to the study of democracy and democratization. With specific
reference to Buganda in Uganda, Karlstrom (1996) has demonstrated that
the local image and understanding of democracy – eddembe ery’obunty –
differs significantly from the Western concept. It reflects a long political
tradition within the kingdom of Buganda that emphasizes civil liberties –
including civil conduct by both ruler and ruled – much more than the politi-
cal rights and institutions that Westerners associate with democracy. It refers
more to freedom from political disorder and the notion that ruler and ruled
are engaged in reciprocal rights and responsibilities. Schaffer (1998) has
taken the idea of comparing the concept of democracy further by examin-
ing what the Wolofs in Senegal and the Chinese mean by the concept. The
former have no special local word for it, but use demokaraasi. The conno-
tations in the local language, however, are again quite different from the
conventional Western meaning. Like the Buganda, the Wolofs emphasize a
form of hierarchical egalitarianism based on shared responsibilities between
ruler and ruled, but it also encompasses a wide range of interactions among
kin and community members. Africans may be excused for being “confused
democrats” as they reveal contradictory interpretations of the concept when
answering survey questions using standard Western categories (Anonymous
2004b). Their notion, in short, is not formalized into a set of specific insti-
tutions that operate to ascertain public participation in elections and other
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such formal settings. The Chinese, finally, use minshu – rule by the peo-
ple – to talk about democracy. It reflects the Confucian legacy in which
the emphasis lies on the innate potential harmony of human beings and,
therefore, the responsibility of rulers to ensure it. The concept recognizes
political participation as important, but sees it first and foremost as a way
of building national unity. It is interesting that in recent history the con-
cept of minshu has been effectively used by rulers like Mao and Deng, but
also the students who demonstrated against the regime in 1989. Concepts
that exist simultaneously in both academic and popular discourse, such
as democracy, becomes particularly problematic, but the need for check-
ing on the local understanding of specific concepts is an integral part of
any good comparative research. The premises on which many theories rest
often need to be relaxed in order to offer a better relation between theory
and facts.

This leads to the second contribution that Africanists are particularly
prone to make to the discipline: the advantages of relying on more than a
single method for data collection. The use of surveys in African countries
is fraught with a number of difficulties, some of which have been noted in
previous chapters. Sampling is difficult because civil administration data are
nonexistent or unreliable, even in urban areas, where the majority live in
dwellings without registration. The meaning of concepts in local settings
varies. It becomes necessary, therefore, to follow up with more qualitative
investigations to get a perspective on what specific answers may really mean.
Furthermore, people are not used to being interviewed in private. Western-
ers typically believe that interviewing someone in private generates more
openness and personal easiness. The standard requirements of American
universities for conducting interviews with human subjects are all aimed at
securing confidentiality.

The social context in Africa, and probably in other societies around the
world, often calls for the opposite. People in African societies are used to
telling their opinion in public (read: community forums), but are reluctant
to speak to foreigners in private. To be sure, women, for instance, may find
that speaking out in public is more controversial when men are present,
but such reservations notwithstanding, there is more openness also among
women in community settings than what typically takes place in a personal
interview setting. In the latter, the interviewee is not necessarily going to be
more nervous, but he – or she – will be inclined to answer questions to suit
what he believes the interviewer wants to hear. Even when such an attitude
does not prevail, survey respondents are likely to provide answers that do
not correspond to what they really do, because the latter is so much more
shaped by the social interdependencies in which they find themselves. For
instance, asking people in Africa about whom they would vote for in an
election usually bears little correspondence to what really happens at the



P1: FBQ
0521856167c11 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 15:59

So What Do We Know? 241

polls. The average African voter is not bound by commitment to a particular
ideology or political party, and will vote on the basis of criteria that have
more to do with the tangible benefits any one candidate can offer on or
around the day of election.

Even if this may sound like an overgeneralization, the point is that without
relying on other means to collect data than a survey instrument, the findings
may be far off the mark. This is not unique to Africa. The exit polls in the
2004 presidential election in the United States raise the question also about
the reliability of such surveys in a country where they are the standard data
collection instruments. It is not difficult – for ideological or other reasons –
to advise people to give the pollsters a particular reason for voting while, in
fact, the motive was different and certainly more complex. There has long
been a rather innocent view of the role of survey respondents: They will
tell the truth and full truth because they are protected by confidentiality.
The African experience calls this into question for a variety of reasons, but,
as the recent U.S. election exit polls indicate, there is reason to be more
circumspect. Triangulation, that is, the use of multiple methods to collect
data, is not only a safer way of finding these data; it is also more rewarding
from an educational point of view.

The third contribution by students of politics in Africa concerns the way
we approach the concept of power. Power is typically perceived as vested
in offices, institutions, or structures. The mainstream approach presupposes
the existence of a system of corporate actors – private or public – with
power stemming from their ability to get others to do what they would not
otherwise have done. Corporations get us to buy things because of campaigns
aimed at convincing the consumers that their respective products are the best.
Government agencies force us to avoid certain things through regulations,
for example, driving under the influence of alcohol. They also compel us to
pay taxes even though many citizens would prefer not to do so – at least
not the amount that they are being asked to pay. The exercise of much
of this power is viewed as legitimate, however, because in countries with a
consolidated system of democratic governance, citizens understand that they
have obligations in exchange for their rights. Thus, even if they grumble, the
notion of a negotiated social contract between government and citizens helps
legitimize the exercise of power.

In societies, like those in Africa, where the presence of corporate insti-
tutions is weak and informal relations prevail, power is more meaningfully
studied as a manifestation of relations of dependence. As discussed in Chap-
ter Four, these relations are typically nonnegotiated, but rely on a tacit under-
standing that individuals entering into a relationship with each other do so
with an expectation of reciprocating. In a situation where this relationship is
chosen by two persons with roughly the same need for the good that brings
them together in the first place, there is no real exercise of power. Such
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a symmetrical relationship leaves both with a mutual satisfaction without
leaving the impression that one person got the better of the other. Rela-
tions of mutual dependence, however, are more often asymmetrical; that is,
one person needs the good more urgently or strongly than the other. This
leaves the latter with an advantage when it comes to setting the terms for
the relationship. Even though, as we have seen in the economy of affection
context, reciprocity is expected, people with a power advantage can, if they
so decide, do so at their own discretion much later. For instance, the concept
of free-riding loses its meaning in the economy of affection because patrons
are only too happy to provide goods to their clients in a benevolent fashion.
The exercise of power in the context of informal institutions, therefore, is
much more dependent on personal idiosyncrasies. That is why understand-
ing the exercise of power in the context of social exchange theory makes
sense; outside Africa, too, this theory has potential applicability to many
contexts where informal institutions are important.

The study of power in the context of social exchange relations has its
own problems in terms of deciding the parameters of measuring influence
and changes in behavior. If, for instance, A spends a lot of time and energy
to convince B and eventually succeeds in doing so, should one completely
discount the costs that A incurred in exercising power? Such questions and
other related problems notwithstanding, the study of power in such contexts
of interdependence is important for understanding what really happens in
formal settings not only in Africa, but also elsewhere. It allows us to tran-
scend the limitations inherent in the notion that power in organizations is
unilateral and hierarchical. It should also make us more skeptical about the
notion that the exercise of power is always exploitative or a zero-sum game.
In the African context, as suggested in previous chapters, there is evidence
that economy of affection failures, that is, the dishonoring of a reciprocal
agreement, may lead to zero-sum outcomes but, in most instances, recip-
rocal relations tend to have the effect of reducing the notion that there are
victors and victims (Baldwin 1978). This view of power alerts us to the fact
that asymmetrical relations in the context of an economy of affection are
not symptomatic of naked power, but rather evidence of legitimate power,
that is, authority. In short, the informal exercise of power provides a basis
for authority that, in the African context, formal institutions do not. It is an
empirical issue to find out how much this is applicable also in many other
places.

This does not mean that exchange relations in the economy of affection
are always positive, beneficial, and pleasant. There is no “merrie” Africa
implied in what is being said above. The economy of affection, like any other
political economy, has its positive as well as negative sides. Disaffection is
the equivalence in the economy of affection to what conventional economics
calls market failures and political scientists have referred to as government
or state failures, that is, the inability of these institutions to perform their
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roles in line with stated objectives. What the emphasis on power as seen
through the lens of social exchange offers, finally, is a realization that the
exercise of power is associated with its own costs that cannot be measured
against a standard like money. In this respect, the current interest in getting
development done through institutions that are subject to the pruning of NIE
often goes wrong. Because these calculations are made in economic terms
with no regard for political rationales, they tend to cause opposition among
local actors. Such has been the experience in Africa, Latin America, and
many Asian countries where this solution has been attempted with too little
attention paid to political factors.

The fourth contribution is the emphasis that the study of politics in Africa
places on political sociology. Many researchers in the discipline have got
used to thinking of political economy – for example, in the form of rational
choice or neoinstitutionalism – as the most appropriate way of studying pol-
itics. This type of political economy, however, presupposes the prevalence of
economic thinking in the sense of careful calculations of ends–means rela-
tions with regard to utilitarian objectives. Rationality has become associated
with autonomous choice and the assumption that it has no consequences for
the next choice the same person makes. The economy of affection through
its various informal institutions demonstrates that behavior can be rational
in a utilitarian sense even though it takes into account the implications of
choice for other people. It is a form of bounded rationality, although to
make the distinction between Herbert Simon’s original use of the term and
what is going on in the economy of affection, it may be better referred to as
embedded rationality. It does not lend itself to the same neat model of homo
economicus but it shows that in every society where informal institutions
exist, behavior and choice are often driven by a rationality that takes into
account social implications. Political sociology stresses the importance of
social relations as vested with power. It highlights the fact that behavior and
choice are embedded in these relations.

The distinction between culture and economy that rational choice and
neoinstitutionalism makes needs to be challenged. The social embedded-
ness of institutions is more often the rule than the exception not only
in Africa, but also in many other settings. The question arises, therefore,
where the line between the two concepts really goes. The study of the econ-
omy of affection demonstrates that the premises on which formal politi-
cal economy rests are far too narrow. Experience shows that they have to
be relaxed in order to better correspond to what is going on in regions
like Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Culture, therefore, cannot be so easily
dismissed, but needs to be problematized in the sense that if it is the foun-
dation on which not only formal but also informal institutions rise, how
do we actually go about handling culture? Can the informal be formal-
ized and, if so, how? Should we accept that things informal cannot be
reduced to a single formal theory? Must we pursue them on the assumption
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that, at best, we can identify a series of conditions as possible explanatory
variables behind the rise of informal institutions? The study of African poli-
tics, therefore, asks others to think of the extent to which their own model of
how people act really captures what is going on in their respective political
contexts.

politics and development in africa

The remainder of this concluding chapter will be devoted to what academics
and other influential actors have had to say about the development implica-
tions of politics in Africa. The first section will highlight three different posi-
tions that exist in the literature and the debate about the African predicament:
(a) Africa is best off left alone, (b) the rest of the world must show greater
sympathy for the African predicament, and (c) Africa has no choice but to
follow the prescriptions of the neoliberal paradigm that currently dominates
the international development agenda. This section is meant to set the stage
for the discussion in the final chapter where some more practical policy issues
will be addressed.

Africa Is Best Off Left Alone

There are two schools of thought that both argue that Africa is best off left
alone, one idealist, another postmodernist. The first argues that Africa needs
to rid itself of its colonial or neocolonial legacy. The second makes the point
that Africa works – in its own ways. The problem, therefore, is the attempt
by donors to force African countries to adopt values and institutions that
are foreign to these societies.

The idealists start from the premise that Africa will and can develop
through the effort of its own people, as Rodney (1973) argued in his analysis
of how Europe underdeveloped Africa. Colonialism subverted the indigenous
institutions and true independence means restoring their significance. Other
authors have written in the same vein without necessarily sharing Rodney’s
Marxist-Leninist mode of analysis. Ayittey (1991) devoted a whole volume to
pointing out the broad range of indigenous institutions of potential relevance
for contemporary Africa. He discusses the way that some West African king-
doms were constituted with checks and balances and how in some societies
it was possible to “destool” a chief who had not performed satisfactorily in
the eyes of his subjects. He refers to the democratic and egalitarian nature of
the political system of the Igbo people in eastern Nigeria. Another interesting
point of reference is his attempt to draw constitutional lessons from Africa’s
empires for contemporary efforts to create an African Union – or confeder-
ation, as Ayittey calls it. The same concern about greater use of indigenous
institutions to transform Africa is expressed in a multidisciplinary volume
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edited by Robinson and Skinner (1983). The background of their argumen-
tation was the estrangement that many Africans felt with their own leaders.
They saw them as still wedded to neocolonial ideas that blinded these lead-
ers to more relevant approaches inherent in African society and politics.
This frustration led to a call for a second liberation and a strategy to put
it into practice, led by a group of intellectuals and prominent politicians
(Hammarskjold Foundation 1987; Ayittey 1992). This is also reflected in
the writings of Osabu-Kle (2000), who argues for a democracy compatible
with the African cultural environment. What make this group idealists is the
scale of their project. They are not satisfied with incremental improvements.
They call for a full transformation of the way governments conduct their
affairs, an expectation that even in the euphoria of democratization in the
early 1990s has appeared unrealistic.

The postmodernist approach is perhaps most closely associated with the
position taken by Chabal and Daloz (1999), in which they suggest that
there is nothing wrong with Africa – it works. What they have in mind
is not that it succeeds within the parameters of conventional development
thinking. They are arguing instead that Africa works within a set of well-
recognized norms of political practice that do not conform to those we find
elsewhere. More specifically, their point is that politics in Africa turns on
the instrumentalization of disorder. Leaders benefit from it and have no real
incentive to work for a more institutionalized order of society. They even go
as far as suggesting that economic reforms aimed at reducing the size of the
state – and thereby the opportunities for rent – have been counterproductive.
By limiting the means needed to sustain neopatrimonialism, the tendency to
link politics to disorder, be it war or crime, has increased.

Their conclusion rests to a considerable degree on the same analysis that
has been made in this volume. They argue that individual rationality is essen-
tially based on a communal logic. Relations of power are predicated on the
shared belief that the political is communal. Second, they maintain that the
logic, political or not, lies in what it induces by way of expectations of reci-
procity between the parties involved. For instance, the process of voting in a
multiparty election must be understood as part of largely informal relations
of political exchange that impinge directly on the electoral outcome. Thus,
people will vote for a certain political party, not because of its principles
or policies but because of its perceived ability to deliver on expected pat-
rimonial promises. Their third point is that vertical, personalized relations
drive the logic of the political system. It is not just that politics are swayed
by personal considerations or that the personal is manipulated for political
reasons. They go further by stressing that the overall purpose of politics is to
affect the nature of such personal relations. In short, the aim of the political
elites is not just to gather power, but also to use the resources that come with
it to buy the affection of their people. The fourth point is that what counts in
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Africa are not the productive investments associated with a protestant ethic,
but the immediate display of material gain, that is, consumption rather than
production. Ostentation remains a virtue in African politics as long as it is
associated with redistributing resources and benefits to clients. In this kind
of situation, politicians do not see any real need for engaging the population
in debates about the changes required to achieve a higher rate of economic
growth or a more sustained development in the country. Fifth, they point to
the dominance of the micro- over the macroperspective. The political system
can only work if it meets its obligations continuously. Its legitimacy rests with
its immediate achievements, not its long-term ambitions. Politicians have an
interest in new projects that they can point to as patrons of their clients, but
they ignore the maintenance and management that are necessary to make
the activity sustainable in the longer run. Further, there is no interest among
clients in this kind of political system to accept sacrifices for more ambitious
national goals (Chabal and Daloz 1999:156–62).

From a developmental perspective, neither the idealist nor the postmod-
ernist version of leaving Africa alone is helpful. The former option falls on
practical grounds; the latter on moral ones. Africa today is as much part of
an increasingly interdependent world as any other region even if its links are
fragile. Going it alone is out of the question, especially for countries as poor
as those in Africa. Thus, we have to dismiss both of these two approaches
to the African predicament as unfeasible.

Make the World Serve Africa’s Needs

This position is often taken by African political leaders, individually or
together in forums such as the African Union. They would argue that the
rest of the world, especially the current global economy, is stacked against
Africa. In international negotiations, therefore, African leaders engage in
politicking aimed at changing the terms of trade and other key variables
to their advantage. Realizing that they do not have much clout on their
own in such forums, they often seek the support of other countries out-
side the capitalist core. They tend to overlook the fact that leaders of these
other countries, for example, Brazil, China, or India, have their own inter-
ests to defend and promote. Adding the cause of African countries may not
harm them, but it is not their priority. Instead of considering the economic
interest of their respective countries, or the region as such, these leaders
engage in acts of political solidarity – typically against the West – in what
amounts to no more than political posturing. Their attempt to get the world
to treat Africa more generously, therefore, ends up being more rhetorical than
practical.

To be sure, there are examples of African leaders having played impor-
tant and constructive roles in international forums. References were made in
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Chapter Ten to the role that Tanzania’s first president, Julius Nyerere, played
in negotiations about a new international economic order in the 1970s. The
conditions thirty years ago, however, were quite different. Socialism was
viewed as a viable alternative to capitalism and the superpowers were court-
ing the developing countries for support. Such opportunities do not exist
today. There is only one superpower; only one viable economic system; and,
above all, countries in other developing regions have embraced modernity
and left African countries further behind. The African voice in the interna-
tional community has become increasingly faint.

It has not been easy for Africa’s leaders to accept these new conditions.
To those, like Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, who have been around for a
long time and remember the golden 1970s when the liberation cause was
still engaging people around the globe, the adjustment has proved especially
painful. They continue to believe that they are right and the rest of the world,
especially the United States and the EU, are wrong. In a populist fashion,
they try to rhetorically seize the moral high ground while often ignoring
the extent to which political practice diverges from their verbal statements.
Where politics is untamed, there is no need to reflect on the extent to which
political behavior is in accordance with specific rules. Leaders are not under
pressure to adhere to a set of self-binding rules as the case is where rule of law
or constitutionalism prevails. They do not look at themselves in the mirror,
so to speak, to get a perspective on their own behavior and choices. Self-
reflection, leave alone self-criticism, is generally absent in these situations.

It is only with a lot of reluctance that African leaders more recently have
adopted the idea that they should allow their systems of governance to be
the subject of peer review. The New Partnership for Africa’s Development
(NEPAD), the brainchild of South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, is an
attempt to allow African governments to take a greater responsibility for the
continent’s predicament. The international donor agencies take a positive
view toward this initiative, but they have made it clear that their assistance
will be tied to the willingness of African governments to subject themselves
to the peer review mechanism. A few governments have indicated their will-
ingness to accept some form of review of their way of conducting politics, but
they seem to have chosen this option as a way of gaining some control of the
review process rather than allowing it to proceed under more independent
auspices. In countries where the state is not institutionally autonomous and
thus there are formal rules that matter, meaningful reviews of governance
practices become difficult. Furthermore, they are not likely to be openly
debated in public. Political leaders will sift through any possible criticism
that these reviews generate. Whether they will really heed any of it, however,
is uncertain.

Julius Nyerere, reflecting on the African predicament shortly before
his death, suggested that Africa lacks an economic engine in the region
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similar to the role that Japan played in Asia or the United States has played
vis-à-vis Latin America. African governments could have chosen Europe to
serve in that position but, for understandable reasons, they have found it
hard to accept their former colonial masters for that role. Only the former
French colonies have come close to letting the former colonial power domi-
nate their economies, but France is neither the United States nor Japan when
it comes to economic power. Furthermore, the conditions in African coun-
tries are not as congenial for sustained economic development as they are
in Asia and Latin America. As this volume has indicated, one major hurdle
is politics. President Mbeki and many other South Africans who may be
concerned about the region’s future realize this, but have great difficulty in
convincing fellow leaders in other countries to make their style of governance
more congenial for investments and other measures that are necessary for a
sustained economic development.

One can conclude that African governments have too little clout in inter-
national forums and are rarely sufficiently well informed and prepared for
global negotiations to enhance the national interest of their respective coun-
tries. Thus, the idea that the international community will change its own
behavior to suit the needs of Africa is, at best, wishful thinking. It is in this
light that the NEPAD initiative must be seen. It is an attempt to demon-
strate that African governments are ready to take a greater responsibility
for their own affairs in the hope that this will also generate more matching
contributions from various agencies and governments in the international
community. Many observers view NEPAD as a step in the right direction,
but as long as politics remains untamed, chances of realizing its promise are
dim. The burden falling on South Africa to help put NEPAD’s ideals into
practice certainly is heavy.

No Choice but the Neoliberal Paradigm

The problem facing African governments today is that if they do not
take NEPAD seriously, the pressures from the donor agencies in the inter-
national development community to comply with the demands for eco-
nomic and political reforms will only increase. Although the Washington
Consensus in the beginning of the twenty-first century has been considerably
watered down and there is more concern about poverty alleviation
than twenty years ago, the neoliberal paradigm of economic develop-
ment is still paramount at the global level. There is no viable alter-
native in sight. Thus, African governments have no real choice but to
live with the tenets of neoliberalism, even if they do not embrace the
paradigm.

Because the neoliberal paradigm comes with political conditionalities
these days, it is understandably controversial. African leaders continue to
see the task of relieving their countries from external domination as priority
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number one. Demands to improve governance along principles practiced
in consolidated democracies, therefore, are treated as undue interference in
their internal affairs. Some leaders are more sensitive to this than others, but
they are generally all concerned about the costs to their personal legitimacy
if they appear to fail standing up to those that set conditionalities for their
development assistance.

A couple of African governments have demonstrated that it is possible
to make progress within the parameters of a capitalist economy. Botswana
and Mauritius have moved to the top of the African development league
because of a consistent approach to development that includes identifying
their comparative advantage in the international economy and a readiness
to compete in the global marketplace. These governments have not shunned
foreign advice, but have done their best to make it work for their own causes.
Furthermore, they have been able to create an institutional environment in
which policy can function and matter.

Virtually all other governments in Africa have been much more reluctant
to appropriate foreign advice. To be sure, international finance institutions
and donor agencies have usually been able to identify first-rate professionals
to work with in preparing policy strategies. The problem is that these inter-
national agencies have operated as if it is policy that matters; they do not
realize that government leaders make their decisions on grounds other than
policy prescriptions. Even if these leaders do not officially oppose the partic-
ular advice they get, they do not incorporate it into their final decisions. The
result is that the majority of African countries continue to lack the institu-
tional mechanisms that allow for a sustained economic development. When
diplomats and representatives of these international development agencies
point to the need for a better governance setup, government leaders in Africa
will typically listen and agree at a rhetorical level, but ignore the necessary
follow-up. They find excuses to explain why, in the end, agreements with
the donors never get implemented. In societies where leaders have so little
control of the policy environment in the first place, it is not hard to make
these excuses quite convincingly.

Because the international finance institutions and bilateral donor agencies
provide such a large share of the national budgets in African countries – in
most places over half the development budget – it is no surprise that they
become concerned when policies are not fully implemented and results fail
to show up. Wherever this assistance is misappropriated, bilateral donors
threaten withdrawal and, in some cases, act on this threat. The international
finance institutions cannot withdraw – even if there are good reasons for
it – because African governments are members of these institutions. IMF
and the World Bank, therefore, continue to be involved and often take the
lead in coordinating development assistance in these countries. The latter, in
particular, tends to take an upbeat view of the situation as soon as statistical
indicators show positive signs. Because it often sees itself as the catalyst for
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raising support for specific development projects and programs, the spin in
their official statements is usually overly optimistic.

In sum, the problem with the external aid agencies is manifold. As will
be further discussed in Chapter Twelve, they have a superficial view of the
social realities in the African countries. They fail to understand how politics
functions. They are often too impatient, more ready to adhere to their own
operational parameters than the needs and capacities of African institutions.
Thus, even if the African governments often engage in cat-and-mouse games
with these agencies, the donors rarely realize that they are as much part of
the problem as the solution to the African quandary discussed in this book.

conclusions

Two conclusions seem appropriate to draw from the discussions in this chap-
ter. The first is that by being different in many respects, the African continent
poses a challenge to the study of politics that the field of comparative politics
continues to adjust to. This chapter has identified some of the reasons for
taking Africa seriously. The study of politics in Africa challenges dominant
theories and methodological assumptions in ways that are relevant to other
regions of the world, including the United States. Africa, therefore, is not
marginal but is quite central to the concerns of the discipline. By providing
a perspective on politics that is different from the mainstream, it opens up
insights into how we do political science that must be constantly open to
scrutiny and, therefore, change.

The second conclusion is that the study of politics in Africa invites a
holistic and reflective look at what we are doing. Formal theory and math-
ematical modeling is sometimes regarded as the ultimate frontier of the
discipline. The reductionist ambitions of such approaches, however, eas-
ily become self-defeating because they deny the very essence of the sub-
ject matter they study. Whereas such theorizing and modeling may apply
to some real-life situations, they are not the more pertinent and inter-
esting from a broader perspective of the discipline. As the study of pol-
itics in Africa – but also in other regions – demonstrates, political sci-
ence needs better understanding to become more effective in predicting. It
requires not only its own mechanics, but also its own inventive and reflec-
tive engineers who can help redefine the issues and pave the way for the
mechanics. Political science is at its best when it combines the insights
from different approaches and different regions. With the growing inter-
est in informal institutions, Africa’s place in the discipline should be further
enhanced.

For members of the discipline of political science, and especially those
engaged in the field of comparative politics, Africa remains a challenge.
The debate will continue about how much its politics is adequately
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understood within the conceptual frames that currently dominate scholar-
ship. The empirical realities in the region will also call for attention to new
phenomena such as informal institutions that are important beyond their
own geographical boundaries. Africa certainly has the potential of enriching
the work on political choice and behavior by showing that not only formal
but also informal institutions matter.
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Quo Vadis Africa?

Where Africa may be heading – the question asked in the title of this
chapter – is an issue that has become increasingly urgent and impor-
tant to Africans and outsiders alike. The vast majority of Africans are
no better off than their parents were. Despite struggling hard to make a
living, they are caught in webs of relations of dependence that are becom-
ing more and more costly to sustain. Those who really wish to break
out of these affective relations are frustrated because there is no for-
mal and predictable system in place to do so. Foreign investors and aid
agencies share much of that frustration. They want to contribute, but
their funds become constant prey to well-placed individuals – invest-
ment partners or public officials – for whom they constitute an attractive
opportunity to make a quick gain. Even donors who have maintained a
constant optimism about Africa and the difference that their own con-
tributions can make have become increasingly skeptical about the future.
For instance, after decades of espousing an almost unbounded optimism
regarding the prospects of policy reform, the World Bank (2000) is now
questioning whether Africa will really be able to “claim the twenty-first
century.”

Although they may come at the answer from different directions, when
asked today about the root of the problem that the region faces, Africans
and foreigners increasingly tend to share the view that it is politics. The
political sphere long held the promise of a better future for locals as well
as foreigners. By Africanizing it and thus making it more in tune with local
values and priorities, everyone thought politics was the solution to Africa’s
postcolonial predicament. As I have tried to demonstrate, politics is part of
both the problem and the solution.

It should be clear from the previous chapters that political science is
central to any attempt at dealing with the serious predicament in which
Africa finds itself. The knowledge that colleagues in the discipline have

252
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accumulated about Africa and which I have used to make my own arguments
about the current situation is crucial to any such task. So far, most of
this knowledge has not been utilized. African governments do not really
reflect on their own shortcomings. Donor governments have tended to treat
development as something that must be modeled in economic and social
policies; they do not pay much attention to whether these policies will
ever acquire some political traction of their own. Recent interest in gover-
nance and political reform has been more prescriptive than analytical, often
just compelling African actors to adopt Western principles of governance
without thinking about how well – or badly – they fit into local political
processes. In short, there has been little serious political analysis by those
who have to date set the development agenda for the many countries of the
region.

This chapter begins by providing a brief review of what policy analysts
have had to say about Africa and its prospects for development, especially
since the 1980s and 1990s when economic and political reforms were intro-
duced. The chapter continues to examine more critically the main assump-
tions underlying the NIE. It ends by providing some ideas of what a political
science–based approach to reform in Africa would look like if the findings
presented in this volume are taken seriously.

the role of donors

Donors continue to play an important role in the development scene in
Africa. Although there was a slight downturn in the flow of aid to Africa in
the 1990s, it has increased. This is partly in light of the needs to deal with
Africa’s problems, partly in response to greater confidence that donors have
in the commitment of African governments – at least, in some – in bringing
about policy reforms and thus accelerating the process of development out of
poverty. The Millenium Development Goals (MDGs) program of the UN is
likely to allow development assistance to continue at its current level. In fact,
the recommendation in 2005 is to drastically increase the aid to Africa in the
next ten years on the assumption that such front-loading would enable these
countries to make a significant leap forward and, in the long run, reduce their
dependence on the program. If anything, therefore, the role of the donors
appears that it will be significant for at least the next ten years, possibly
beyond.

Even though foreign aid has become an integral part of the African devel-
opment scene, its role and character has changed over the years. The first
part of this section will be devoted to a brief overview of how it has shifted.
The second part considers the question of what difference foreign aid makes
to individual African countries.
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Changes in Foreign Aid

The role that foreign aid has played in Africa reflects the changes that have
taken place in theorizing about development. Thus in the 1960s, when it
began in earnest, the emphasis was on project aid that would serve as a
catalyst for interventions aimed at complementing domestic African efforts.
Although the idea was that capital and expertise would make a difference,
the perspective on aid was that it would not be needed except for an interim –
albeit unspecified – time.

During the 1970s, donors realized that foreign aid was there to stay.
Therefore, it had to be planned and managed at a higher level. Projects
were too scattered and lacked the necessary forward and backward linkages
necessary to make the wheels of the whole economy turn. By planning a
concerted effort at the sector level, donors assumed that in collaboration
with African governments, they could reduce poverty. Much greater empha-
sis, therefore, was laid on administration of rather complex programs, for
example, integrated rural development initiatives.

During these two decades of project and program assistance, donor coun-
tries dispatched their own experts to work side by side with Africans in var-
ious advisory – occasionally executive – capacities. They were all busy on
what was perceived as the frontline of development, obtaining valuable field
and country experience that they could eventually use in planning develop-
ment assistance projects and programs in the headquarters of their agency.
They had a personal perception of what it meant to work in these coun-
tries, and the difficulties the realities in the African countries often posed
to success. Although there were the odd exceptions, the interesting thing
about this generation of aid workers is that despite hardship and difficul-
ties (or was it because of them?), they retained a great measure of moral and
political enthusiasm about their role. It is this generation, now gradually dis-
appearing from the scene, that has been largely responsible for administering
development assistance in the past two decades.

In their capacity as planners and administrators, they have overseen a
shift away from donor involvement in what may be called the downstream
of the policy process, that is, program and project implementation, toward
a much greater concern with policy and governance issues. This shift has
been especially marked in the lack of support in recent years for agricultural
production or research on crop and technology issues relating to advancing
African agriculture. These upstream issues do not require field experience.
They are essentially issues that call for analytical skills. The result is that
the second generation of aid workers is more generalist in orientation. The
economics profession has taken the lead, but has been supplemented by
others. Lawyers and political scientists for example, use their skills to analyze
and evaluate policy interventions aimed at liberalizing the economy and
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enhancing the institutional capacity of government. These people may have
had the occasional field experience, but it is not a requisite for their job.
They are at least one step removed from African realities and typically work
with models or policy designs that are meant to apply to any country. They
get their kick not from solving a practical problem in hands-on fashion in an
African country, but rather from hard statistical evidence that their model or
policy produces for measurable results at the macrolevel. They do not count
beans. They count percentage rates.

This means that the relationship to the African governments has changed.
The latter used to be referred to as recipients, but they are now called “part-
ners.” Development assistance focusing on policy and governance issues does
not lend itself to a dictating mode although it has taken donors time to learn
that. The rather rigid conditionalities that characterized foreign aid in the
1990s have gradually been softened and replaced by the notion of dialogue.
The latter is a more suitable notion in a partnership than conditioning terms
set by only one party. Although there are some donor agencies like the USAID
that do not adhere to this new approach, the majority of these agencies with
assistance to African countries do.

An accompanying change is from project and program aid to what is
called funding of sector-wide approaches (SWAPs) or outright budget sup-
port. This means that the bulk of the assistance goes to the partner govern-
ment in the form of general support. It is paid into the general account of
the ministry of finance to use in accordance with priorities agreed upon in
annual consultations between representatives of the partner governments.
In some respects, this marks a return to the practice in the 1970s, especially
among the Nordic donors, of giving aid with no questions asked. It would be
simplistic, however, to suggest that the situation in 2005 is exactly the same.
The dialogue does raise issues about implementation and use of funds and
there are much stricter rules of financial accountability built into SWAPs or
budget support today. Nonetheless, the jury is still out regarding how helpful
this new approach is. Donors like it because it simplifies their administrative
burden. African governments like it too because it allows them to exercise
greater control of how external funds are being used. It does assume, how-
ever, that these governments are committed to the same principles of good
governance as their Western donors and that they really have the financial
and operational capacity to keep track of what happens with the funds.
Attempts at expenditure tracking by consultants hired by the donors suggest
that there are still serious shortcomings in most African countries. This may
not be because of outright corruption, but inadequate accounting is enough
to cause suspicion in donor circles that the partner is not acting honestly.

These changes in the definition of aid and the role that donors should
play are still evolving; however, they are turning bilateral aid agencies, which
once were the operational arms of their governments in developing countries,
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into the think tanks of their foreign affairs ministries. Because these agencies
do so much less on the ground in African countries, specialized staffs in
operational and advisory capacities are no longer needed there to the same
extent. A majority are policy analysts with generalist backgrounds who are
responsible for providing advice to the diplomats in the headquarters or
in the various country missions. The result is that the bilateral aid agencies
have become more focused on being up to date on reading relevant literature
and attending interesting workshop or seminars. In short, they have become
more interested in becoming learning organizations.

Impact of Foreign Aid

Foreign aid has increasingly become a security plank for African govern-
ments rather than a contribution toward development of their countries.
Because the policy orientation and policy environment of these countries
remain so weak, foreign aid tends to have the effect of reducing the pres-
sure on these governments to take charge of their own destinies. Collier and
Gunning (1999) as well as Burnside and Dollar (2000) have shown that offi-
cial development assistance (ODA) is negatively correlated with economic
growth. As Leonard and Strauss (2003:29–35) argue, time has come to take
a more critical view of foreign aid and go beyond the conventional man-
ual approach to how it might be improved. The long-term effect of foreign
aid is to decrease the overall incentives for economic growth and, instead,
make African governments even more dependent on external factors than
is the case already. Government officials, instead of looking to the domes-
tic arena for resources or solutions, address themselves to the international
community. As Moore (1997) and Kjaer (2002) show, governments in this
situation become more accountable to foreign governments and interna-
tional aid agencies than to their own citizens. At the same time, it must
be pointed out that the leverage donors have over African governments is
limited. The World Bank and the IMF find their ability to influence policy
outcomes in African countries slipping (Dollar and Svensson 2000). Bilateral
donors do no better. A volume edited by Hyden and Mukandala (1999) that
studied foreign aid to Tanzania by China, Sweden, and the United States
between 1965 and 1995 shows that, as currently dispensed, aid – whether
tied (as in the case of the United States) or untied (as in the case of China and
Sweden) – does not produce any long-term beneficial effects for the recipient
country.

As suggested above, foreign aid has its critics on both the right and the left
of the ideological spectrum. Their assessment of the impact of aid is generally
negative. In relation to results, it costs too much! Or, in relation to growth
or poverty alleviation objectives, it achieves too little. There is some truth
to these criticisms, but they ignore the achievements that have been made
in such sectors as health, education, and physical infrastructure. To be sure,
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because foreign aid is being used in a collaborative context with personnel
from an African country, it is always hard to attribute specific contributions
from the donor, but it is precisely where the collaborative relations between
local and expatriate personnel have been good that most successes have been
recorded (van de Walle and Johnson 1996).

The problems encountered from foreign aid in Africa stem from a range
of different sources: (1) unrealistic expectations, (2) a strong disbursement
imperative, (3) low levels of sustainability, (4) spiraling recurrent costs, (5)
constant aid dependency, (6) declining public accountability, and (7) prob-
lematic coordination.

1. Unrealistic Expectations. The problem with much foreign aid, whether
in the form of project or budget support, is that it sets highly unrealistic
timelines for the achievement of particular developmental objectives. The
MDGs are only one recent example of this inclination. This means that from
the outset foreign-funded activities are doomed to be assessed negatively.
With more realistic timelines, such problems would not have arisen to the
same extent. People would have viewed aid with more pragmatic eyes. In
the current context, foreign-funded activities are the constant subject of the
critical lenses of consultants whose evaluation reports often become the final
statement on the fate of a particular activity. The time frame is simply not
in line with what is needed to make a success of something. Far too many
foreign-funded activities, therefore, are written off prematurely by critical
evaluators.

2. Strong Disbursement Imperative. There is often more money available for
funding development activities in Africa than there is demand or capacity
to use it. Donor agencies operate within annual budget cycles, and there is
bureaucratic pressure to demonstrate that money that has been allocated
is committed and disbursed within the annual cycle. This means that even
where money might be possible to move forward to next year’s budget, it is
viewed as a weakness if it cannot be dispatched on time. This is why the call
for raising foreign aid in all donor countries to the level of 0.7 percent of
GDP is controversial. If existing funds cannot be effectively used because of
lack of demand or capacity, what is the point of raising the spending level,
critics would argue. There is certainly some truth in this criticism, because
far too often donor solutions are in search of African problems instead of
vice versa. Money is often being committed and disbursed even if only a tiny
bit of the answers to possible questions about feasibility and costs/benefits
have been obtained.

3. Low Levels of Sustainability. Foreign-funded activities are typically
pursued on premises that have more to do with the operational and
organizational imperatives of the donor agency itself than with those existing
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on the ground in the African country. Again, whether it is project or budget
support, the premises on which assistance is being extended are those with
which the foreign staff members are comfortable. This leads to the implanta-
tion of values and principles that can be maintained as long as these foreign-
ers are there or at least keep an eye on what is happening. A review of 366
World Bank projects in Africa with institution-building objectives between
1970 and 1989 found that substantial results were achieved in less than
one-quarter of the cases (United Nations Development Programme 1993).
Other donor-sponsored evaluations have issued broadly similar assessments
(van de Walle and Johnson 1996:44). The result is that once a donor-funded
activity has come to its official end, it rarely survives on its own. There is
not enough commitment or capacity among local staff members to continue.
The move away from project and program support is obviously, at least in
part, a response to this rather dismal statistic.

4. Spiraling Recurrent Costs. Donors have had an understandable prefer-
ence for funding something new instead of going in to fund an ongoing
activity or institution. A very strong reason for this is that donors have
maintained the assumption that their aid is an investment or development
expenditure that is going to be met with matching contributions from local
sources. This distinction between development and recurrent expenditures
was strictly maintained during the 1960s and 1970s, but since the contrac-
tion of state budget outlays, it has become increasingly difficult for many
poor African countries to come up with these matching funds. The result
is that in countries like Mozambique and Zambia, one-third of all main-
tenance costs, including wages, come from external donor sources. This
incompatibility is another reason why more funding for development is
not without its own costs. There is not enough local revenue to meet addi-
tional recurrent expenditures. On economic policy grounds, governments
in these countries are being told not to increase this type of expenditure.
Thus, there is a built-in sanction for bringing on a heavier dependence on
outside funding of both development and recurrent sides of the national
budget.

5. Constant Aid Dependency. Reducing aid dependency in Africa remains
an objective in the international development community but by the way it
operates under the auspices of the MDGs, it is clear that it pushes onto Africa
a funding package that will actually make this phenomenon more, instead of
less, constant. These countries are being encouraged to receive more money
in the hope that they will be able to swing their way out of poverty. Given
past experience – and even taking into consideration improvements in public
sector management in recent years – one must still wonder whether such huge
increases in funding as proposed in the report to the UN secretary-general
under MDG auspices really are desirable. The Government of Tanzania,
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for example, has demonstrated that by duly collecting road revenue and
placing it in a national road fund, the government has been able to finance
its physical infrastructural improvements from its own resources. What is
more, Tanzania has been able to competitively hire contractors way below
the costs incurred when such projects are subject to international tendering
using foreign funds. The best part of the story is that the roads have also
been built and completed without evidence of bribery and at a quality that
surpasses previous road projects in the country.

6. Declining Public Accountability. Because funds from external sources
tend to be relatively easy to come by there is a tendency for government
officials to ignore the importance of local revenue collection. Taxing citizens
is generally considered to be part of building a sense of civic consciousness:
In return for paying tax, the citizens obtain their civil and political rights! It
provides citizens with a justification for knowing how government handles
their money. It encourages transparency and public accountability – two
cornerstone principles of good governance. More foreign aid, therefore, has
its political costs. It may in the long run not be compatible with building
sustainable public institutions (Moore 1997; Kjaer 2004b). It certainly gives
government officials an excuse for paying more attention to negotiations with
external actors than to working on how the principles of good governance
can be most effectively implemented – the promise notwithstanding that
they may have given donors about adhering to the global good governance
agenda.

7. Problematic Coordination. Partly because donor funding comes in the
form of revenue collected from local taxpayers in the home country, the ten-
dency for these agencies to operate with their own domestic constituency in
mind is understandable. This is particularly true about the USAID, which
has always been very restricted in its operations by rules imposed on it by
the politically elected congress. It is reflected in the way that other agencies
operate too, albeit it to a less explicit degree. This means that coordination
among donor agencies is difficult. To the extent that it takes place, it does
so in the context of specific institutions like the Development Assistance
Committee of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD). This coordination, however, is problematic from an African
perspective because it overlooks what aid coordination means from the point
of view of a recipient government. Coordination among the donor agencies
tends to reduce the space for negotiation that recipients have. Some progress
has been made toward localizing coordination to recipient-country level by
providing budget support and having donor representatives participating in
joint annual consultations of government priorities. This is a step in the right
direction but it still leaves coordination in the hands of government officials
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with little, if any, input from other societal actors, be that private sector or
civil society.

the new institutional economics

NIE has been the dominant mode of thought within the discipline of
economics and among economic policy advisors for almost two decades now.
Its significance has been recognized internationally in the form of at least two
Nobel Prizes (Ronald H. Coase 1991 and Douglass C. North 1993). Its mes-
sage is rather simple, but one that was initially overlooked as the neoclassical
approach to economics was rehabilitated in the 1980s. Thus, the initial pol-
icy prescriptions issued by the international finance institutions under the
structural adjustment label ignored institutions and preached the message
of perfect market rationality. This more radical edict may be understood as
a way of pinpointing as explicitly as possible how dramatic a change was
required in countries where the economy had been extensively regulated and
managed by the state, as the case was in Africa in the 1960s and 1970s. The
problem with the initial phase of structural adjustment – largely through the
1980s – was twofold. By virtue of its strong words in support of market lib-
eralization, it generated a lot of political opposition. African governments,
working through the UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) in Addis
Ababa, came up with their own, softer version of reform – The Lagos Plan of
Action. With little or no funding backing it, however, it was a nonstarter. The
second part of the problem was its naı̈ve operational assumptions. Especially
in Africa where markets were little developed and the prospects for market
perfection were dim, the neglect of institutions was particularly damning for
the advocates of structural adjustment.

From a purely operational point of view, therefore, the NIE must be
viewed as a step forward because it begins from the assumption that insti-
tutional structure exerts an important influence on human behavior and
choice. It transcends the microeconomics of the more orthodox model, which
assumes economic efficiency under ideal conditions of perfect information
and foresight. As such, NIE has helped extend the range of applicability of
neoclassical theory. Its basic assumptions and terms may be summarized as
follows:

It emphasizes that people are different, with varied tastes and preferences;
hence the state, firm, or political party could not be treated as individual
agents. Individuals are assumed to seek their own interests as they perceive
them, and to maximize utility subject to the constraints established by the
existing institutional structure. Preferences of decision makers are recog-
nized as incomplete and subject to change over time; hence the notion of
bounded rationality, originally attributed to Herbert Simon (whose Nobel
Prize award may also qualify as recognition of institutional economics). In
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addition to rationality being bounded, human behavior may be dishonest
in the sense that people disguise their preferences, distort data, or deliber-
ately confuse issues, hence what Williamson (1985) calls self-seeking with
guile, and the need for contracts to be regarded as incomplete. A country
is able to develop economically only if property rights exist and contracts
are respected; society, therefore, must be concerned with the social arrange-
ments that regulate the reliable transfer of property rights. The property
rights configuration existing in an economy is determined and guaranteed
by a system of rules and the instruments that serve to enforce these rules;
hence the concern with governance structures that secure such rights. The
concept refers to a set of working rules that are actually used, monitored,
and enforced when individuals make choices about the actions they will take;
these rules may arise spontaneously based on the self-interest of individu-
als, or come about as a public authority, for example, parliament, tries to
introduce an institutional structure it deems appropriate. Finally, institutions
together with people taking advantage of them are called organizations and
they require real resources to operate, hence the notion of transaction costs
associated with using the market and securing adequate coordination within
an organization as well as between such structures.

The NIE raises the question of where institutions are coming from. Its
protagonists assume that market failures lead to a more or less automatic
response in the form of an institutional solution. Bates (1995) interprets the
approach as functional. It does not really tell how such a solution comes
about, only that it does. There is a somewhat different answer, however,
and that is that economists are responsible for the institutional solutions
that market failures create. That is, they believe that they have the answer
because they are the only ones with enough information and overview to
diagnose the failure and come up with a solution. This point is especially
important for understanding how the economic reform process works in
Africa and other countries that are dependent on economic policy analysts,
especially those working with international finance institutions. Only the lat-
ter have the necessary overview of the economic conditions of most African
countries. To the extent that local economists have, it is usually the result of
sharing the information that the economists of the World Bank or the IMF
possess. There is rarely an independent perspective from that offered by the
latter. Because it is so dominant, institutional and policy prescriptions to
deal with market failures in African countries are by necessity imposed from
the outside. Institutional realignments are decided upon by economists with
very little, if any, concern about the political feasibility and consequences of
such interventions. It is no surprise, therefore, that these efforts rarely pay
dividends. Institutions are not likely to get off the ground if its principal
architects are economists. Yet, for some two decades, African countries in
particular have been obliged to work with that arrangement.
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The opposite to this top-down approach to institutions is the argument
by rational choice theorists like Bates (1995) who suggest that institutions
arise from the need that rational individuals create by pursuing their self-
interest. Individuals have a vested interest in finding a way of reconciling
their differences with others in the form of a public choice that reflects an
aggregation and amalgamation of all private choices. Thus even if individuals
do not get all they asked for, they get some of it. It is in economic terms a
win-win situation even though the solution is suboptimal for each person
participating. This approach assumes a form of civic participation where
everyone plays by the formal rules established for how to behave in the public
realm. It presupposes a form of dialogue that is inherent in policy making
in consolidated democracies. In short, the model rests on premises that are
identical to those of Western democracies. I have argued in this volume
that such premises are not really very helpful in analyzing politics in Africa.
The line between private and public is constantly fluctuating; individuals
do not operate as autonomous decision makers; and exit, that is, avoiding
conflict and accepting compliance, is the preferred strategy of individuals as
they operate in a public setting. Patronage rather than policy is what drives
individuals in politics.

The neoinstitutionalist strategies that the international development agen-
cies have relied upon in the past two decades, therefore, do not really capture
the social logic on the ground in African countries. Whether conceived by
economists or political scientists, they become attempts to realign Africa’s
institutions along the lines of those that can be found in the industrial soci-
eties with their consolidated forms of democracy. Even though we may allow
for some level of variation in the experiences among African countries, it is
doubtful that many observers are ready to conclude that the attempts to
accelerate Africa’s development with the help of reforms inspired by neoin-
stitutionalism have been successful.

One reason for this lack of success is that the reformers have not been
very effective in selling their institutional reforms to African policy mak-
ers. To be sure, they have had no problem finding support among African
economists who can see the logic behind the proposed interventions. They
have not changed the incentive structures enough, however, for those who
ultimately matter most: the government leaders. The latter have retained a
preference for a political rather than economic logic. They have adhered
to value rationality as opposed to the instrumental and calculative ratio-
nality of the economists. With a few exceptions, like Uganda and more
recently Tanzania, the reformers have remained on the outside, failing to
penetrate the political realm. Another reason is that the international devel-
opment agencies have themselves been quite rigid and unimaginative in their
thinking. The World Bank and the IMF have often been too confident that
their economics model works. The United States has been far too preoccupied
with making sure that any assistance given to Africa has tangible benefits for
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U.S. voters. The European bilateral agencies have often been more flexible,
but they have acted in ways that reinforce existing maladies in the African
economies rather than helping to overcome them. This is especially true with
their interpretation of partnership and its notion that development assistance
to these countries is best delivered in the form of budget support or sector-
wide funding arrangements. To be sure, this may be a step forward from
reliance on project or even program funding. What it does not achieve, how-
ever, is a way of tackling the most serious shortcoming in African politics:
its reliance on patronage rather than policy.

a political science–based approach to reform

The final task of this volume is to discuss what a political science–based
approach to reform would look like if consideration is taken of the points
that I have made in this volume. It is not meant to be another blueprint, but
sketches in some of the more important components of reform that come
from the analysis in this book. It obviously needs further exploration in the
African context. Yet, hopefully, it is a helpful start for rethinking what needs
to – and can be – done in reforming the public sector in Africa. It begins by
pointing out what may be needed to avoid the mistakes of the past.

The first point is that a longer-term perspective on the issues than what
is typically provided must be accepted. In this context, it must be said that
the expectations associated with the MDGs are a mixed blessing for Africa.
It may keep alive an interest in the continent’s fate because it is the most
problematic region of the world. At the same time, however, it is unrealistic
to assume that the many problems listed in the document can be solved
within a specific time period, especially one as short as fifteen years.

The second point is the need to think beyond the argument that more
extensive external funding is the best means to solve problems. More exter-
nal funding is not a general answer to Africa’s predicament. As proved by
Tanzania’s experience, which I discuss in the subsection, Constant Aid
Dependency, local revenue collection sometimes provides a better incentive
for policy makers to consider costs. Even such expensive investments as those
in physical infrastructure, therefore, can be meaningfully funded from local
sources.

The third point is the need for more operational flexibility than current
blueprints provide. There is no one-size-fits-all solution to Africa’s problems.
Furthermore, because they are blueprints they do not lend themselves to
local ownership and, above all, local learning (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000).
The idea that the international development community possesses a series
of best practices that can be transferred from one context to another is a
misleading strategy for Africa. A much better approach would be to allow
local actors to reinvent the wheel – again. This becomes a waste only in
the artificial temporal framework of donor agencies that fail to recognize
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learning as an integral part of becoming better at modernizing and developing
society.

The fourth point is that development is not only a simple adding up of all
the good values with which it may be associated in the minds of people and
policy analysts. The MDG exercise may serve as an illustration again. The
international community has set itself eight global objectives in a partnership
that assumes that if the rich and poor nations each do their part, somehow
the results will show up in relation to all the objectives whether they are
oriented toward maximizing growth, reducing poverty, or conserving the
environment. There is no recognition of the obvious fact that within the
temporal framework for achieving them, these objectives contradict each
other in practical politics, and that they are best pursued in sequence rather
than in tandem.

The fifth point is that the state in Africa is not really at a stage where
it is being consolidated. It is still undergoing formation. This means that
the institutional incentive structures that come with the new institutional-
ism rarely acquire the needed political traction. Political leaders in Africa
are concerned with building and managing the state out of chaos and ambi-
guity. In most countries technology remains rudimentary and the ensuing
social formation does not support the emergence of the type of corporate
state institutions that we know from Europe or Asia. What Africa needs,
therefore, is an incentives arrangement that allows local actors more space
to constructively pursue their own institutional development, even if that
involves ignoring some of the conditions associated with neoinstitutionalist
approaches (Dia 1996).

The sixth point relates to the need for greater recognition that African
countries operate according to a social logic that is not captured by conven-
tional Western models. This is by no means a fresh observation. The point
has been made over and over again. Yet, it has to be repeated because of the
strong inclination in the international development community to fall back
on its own pet solutions. Even among economic analysts in many of the inter-
national agencies, there is growing awareness that somehow what is going
on in informal institutions such as clientelism is what really matters, but no
one seems to be able to find a way of dealing with what they are seeing.

The seventh point that needs to be made here is that the agencies in the
international development community, especially the bilateral donors, need
to do much more to put the partnership idea into practice. So far it has
been primarily a rhetorical device. It treats the recipient government with
respect and it builds on the idea of regular dialogue. It does not, however,
ask any hard questions about what may be required by the donor agencies
themselves. For the latter it is very much business as usual. Assisting Africa,
however, needs fresh thinking about how these agencies relate to their African
partners and, above all, how they channel their financial support to these
countries.
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It is important at this point to emphasize that many African countries
have come a long way in the past twenty-five years. The progress of these
countries is quite remarkable in a comparative international perspective.
The problem is that because these countries started from such a low level
of development, their achievements are not making a significant mark glob-
ally. These achievements, however, must also be seen in the context of many
setbacks that other African countries have suffered, partly due to their own
inability to move forward, partly to factors beyond their control. Political
agency in Africa today, as discussed in Chapters Two and Ten, is more con-
fined than ever. Governments have little control over what is happening not
only because of their inadequate involvement in both economy and society,
but also because of the limitations set by external debt and trade barriers.
As Leonard and Strauss (2003) emphasize, these are important hurdles that
the international community can do something about. At the same time, it is
clear that removing them would not automatically allow African countries
to move ahead more quickly. The domestic conditions do matter and they
must be allowed to change at their own pace. This is where the role that
the international development agencies can play is still important, provided
they are ready to think more creatively about their own contribution.

The Need for a Policy Government

The biggest governance challenge facing most African countries today is the
prevalence of informal practices, such as clientelism (or neopatrimonialism,
as it is sometimes called), which have the effect of rendering formal insti-
tutional arrangements less effective. These informal measures are rational
from an individual perspective – both patron and client – but they undermine
objectives at the macrolevel. They also contradict reform efforts and often
serve as the basis for resisting them. The question is whether these informal
practices can be transcended and turned into something positive, or whether
there are other ways than external conditionalities or mere persuasive appeals
to turn the relationship between formal and informal institutions in African
countries into a win-win equation.

The implementation of ideas associated with the new public management
(NPM) approach has already begun encouraging a stricter division between
the political and managerial spheres on the assumption that development
activities in African countries suffer from too little professional input when
putting policy into practice. This had led to the creation of contractually
independent executive agencies, such as revenue and road authorities that
carry out their functions outside the regular government administration.
Given the historical legacy, it seems these initiatives have been easier to intro-
duce in English-speaking than in French-speaking countries, but the need for
addressing this challenge exists regardless of what the colonial authorities
left behind.
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Policy analysts in donor agencies and multilateral institutions assume that
policy is all that matters in government. However, many governments around
the world are not what one would call policy but, instead, are patronage gov-
ernments. This is certainly true in many African countries, where rewarding
loyal followers becomes so prevalent that it overshadows the effort to achieve
public policy goals. To the extent that governments operate according to
patronage, they look backward rather than forward toward achieving a set
of corporate goals. Needless to say, this undermines the role of government
as an institutional mechanism that can make a developmental difference.
This is a problem that is increasingly being recognized but little progress
has been made toward tackling it because, as stated many times in this vol-
ume, the proposed institutional solutions fail to gather political traction in
the African context. Thus, experts believe that they know what needs to be
done, but are still searching for how to do it.

Every country in the world that is now developed – or succeeding in
getting out of poverty – has been forced to reduce or eliminate informal
practices such as nepotism, spoils, and similar discretionary uses of public
authority. What remains to be done in African countries, therefore, is by no
means unique. What is possibly exceptional is the extent to which these prob-
lems appear intractable there. They may, therefore, call for bolder thinking
and certainly a broader comparative perspective on how the issues may be
tackled.

A policy government is committed to providing and implementing public
goals that have been duly approved by institutions with legitimate authority
to do so. There is a clear separation between official and personal and the
distinction between public and private matters. This means that employees
have a self-binding commitment to an organizational mission, its objectives,
and the specific tasks associated with particular roles that they play. They are
driven by work-related goals, not those that may arise during the workday
stemming from the personal problems of one’s relatives or friends. In short,
there is a work discipline that precludes distractions. On top of that, in the
best cases, there is a professional pride in work and achievement.

This idea of government is still in the making in African countries. It needs
to be further strengthened if these countries are going to become more effi-
cient and effective in increasingly achieving development goals on their own.
It is for this reason that the creation of independent executive agencies should
be kept alive and continued. Because the temptation to engage in patronage
practices is especially high in relation to economic and social development,
there is a strong argument for targeting these sectors for such reforms. Many
African governments – and international development agencies – tend to
treat them as core functions and seem to imply that they cannot be delegated
to independent agencies. However, if, tax collection, which is definitely a
core function, has already been given to independent revenue authorities the
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rationale for reluctance to do so in the social and economic development
sectors collapses.

The notion of independent executive agencies is still relatively foreign to
many Africans, especially those in government positions, who have got used
to working within the system that they inherited from their respective colo-
nial powers. This path dependency, however, has been somewhat lowered
already as a result of the economic and political reforms that were initiated
in recent years. It should also be pointed out that some of the most effective
governments in the world – those of the Nordic countries – are constituted
around the dominance of independent executive agencies. NPM usually gets
accredited to the emergence of Margaret Thatcher in Britain and Ronald
Reagan in the United States – evidence of how much the major Anglo-Saxon
countries tend to dominate development thinking – but the truth is that the
philosophy behind it has been practised in the Nordic countries for two hun-
dred years. In fact, the system arose in response to exactly the same problem
that faces Africa today – how government can be made more professional
and thus efficient.

The basic premises of that system still exist in the Nordic countries.
Many aspects of it have been further refined. Its most important aspects are
that

� a cabinet minister cannot interfere with the day-to-day operations of an
executive agency without the risk of being called before a parliamentary
constitutional committee with oversight responsibility in this field;

� each ministry focuses exclusively on making policies and monitoring their
implementation, leaving the key personnel to focus on charting the future
rather than on rewarding past services;

� each executive agency has sufficient autonomy within the parameters of
specific policies set by government that it can take its own initiatives,
making these bodies both innovative and flexible in their operations; and

� should any agency overstep its mandate or a staff member make a decision
that can be questioned on legal grounds or because it shows poor judge-
ment, a citizen or group of citizens can appeal through an ombudsman
institution.

The interesting thing about many African countries, especially English-
speaking ones, is that they have already taken steps in this direction and
have many of the features already in place. The problem is that because
of patronage politics, these institutional features have not been allowed
to become effective. For example, many countries have the equivalent of
the ombudsman but their reports are rarely, if ever, acted upon. Time
has come to empower these bodies in the interest of better public sector
management.
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Shared Control of Public Funds

Patronage politics has the tendency to encourage discretionary control of
resources that can be used to reward followers. Individuals in key positions
of authority would wish to have personal control over funds at the disposal of
their organization. This inclination is at the root of the prevalence of informal
institutions in Africa and, in many instances, the prevalence of corruption.
This problem is not being solved by merely trying to fix the formal institution
through the model of, say, NIE. This is a political governance issue that must
be tackled as such.

The objective must be that of insulating public funds from control by
powerful individuals who tend to overstep their authority. In the social and
economic development fields this may amount to the creation of development
funds that are legally public institutions, but so constituted and governed that
they are also accountable outside the government system. Some years ago, the
African Association for Public Administration and Management (AAPAM)
brought together an “expert consultation” of representatives from African
governments, NGOs, and the donor community, including the World Bank; it
made provisions for what the group called autonomous development funds
(Hammarskjold Foundation 1995). Its time may have come because this
document provides an outline of how the discrepancy between formal and
informal institutions in African countries can be bridged in a nonantagonistic
manner.

The principal objectives of such funds would be to

� provide funding on a competitive basis to organizations in and outside of
government;

� serve as catalytic mechanisms for mobilizing and allocating funds within
sectors identified as priority areas in government policy;

� ensure resource allocation based on professional criteria;
� encourage a demand-driven process of development;
� stimulate local capacity-building; and
� promote donor coordination within African countries based on local insti-

tutional priorities.

The assumption with these funds would be that they are institutions with a
public mandate, established to cater for demands for development within a
given sector or in relation to a specific theme, for example, women and devel-
opment. Each fund would be open to proposals submitted from executive
agencies (or development ministries, if such agencies have not been estab-
lished), local government authorities, nongovernmental and community-
based organizations, and, where applicable, private sector organizations.
An important feature is the competition that such a fund can create among
different types of organizations. The latter is vital for institutional growth
and has the potential of formalizing organizations in an organic manner,
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that is, without causing the kind of conflict that has prevailed so far between
informal practice and formalization efforts.

Many submissions to these funds may in the beginning be insufficiently
complete in a professional sense to be approved. It is important that staff
employed by these funds take the trouble to return such proposals to their
original authors with clear instructions on how they can be improved. Since
there will be no shortcut to funding, such feedback will serve an important
capacity-building purpose and engage local professionals in an important
role that is usually absent. It takes time to become efficacious in development
in Africa, but this is a way of achieving this in a constructive fashion involving
local actors.

Donors have already abandoned project funding and this is in line with
their preference for disbursing funds in large grants. For instance, without
having to abandon the preference for budget support, it would be possible
for donor agencies to negotiate with their African counterparts to set aside a
certain amount for deposit into such autonomous development funds. With
the establishment of such funds, there would also be a possibility for donors
to place money in a common pool that is subject to local national accounting
and audit practices.

Development funds are not new to the international community. In
African countries, donors once invested their money in rural development
funds controlled by the office of the president or a ministry of planning and
development. Following the introduction of structural adjustment programs
in the 1980s, the World Bank has supported a number of social action funds
aimed at financing social development activities. The problem with these
earlier efforts is that little or no attention has been paid to how these funds
are governed. Many have easily become slush funds for powerful political
figures. In other instances, when supported by a single donor, the control
of the fund by the donor has been too rigid and forced upon recipients
time-consuming accounting regulations. In short, more time has been spent
on reporting requirements than on effective spending of the money. Other
shortcomings abound in the literature. For these reasons, the fund idea has
a negative connotation in the minds of many analysts and practitioners.

There is no reason, however, to throw the baby out with the bathwater.
The fund is a good idea provided it is publicly accountable and governed in
ways that reduce, if not wholly eliminate, the shortcomings associated with
cases in the past. Thus, some of the key principles that would have to be
considered before establishing an autonomous development fund would be

� shared governance among government, civil society, and resource
providers;

� board members serving in their individual capacity;
� funds having a national, but sector-specific, mandate; and
� funds as public institutions being accountable to the national legislature.
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The composition of the board of trustees or directors is crucial to the suc-
cess of these funds. The idea of a shared tripartite governance arrangement
is meant to reduce the risks of mismanagement of the money. In a game
situation where there are three as opposed to just two actors – which is
the standard model in donor-recipient relations – the possibility of poor use
of resources diminishes. There is always the possibility of one of the three
being ready to blow the whistle. Furthermore, with three, as compared to
just two actors involved, the power game is less likely to end up in zero-sum
outcomes. In short, the sharing of fund governance equally among repre-
sentatives of government, civil society, and the external resource providers
creates a positive atmosphere.

To ensure that such an atmosphere is not threatened by narrow per-
sonal or organizational interests, it is important that persons appointed to
the board do not serve ex officio. Senior civil servants should not be there
merely because of their positions, and neither should ambassadors represent-
ing donor countries or directors of NGOs. Government, civil society, and
resource providers should be three separate constituencies that get together,
each with its own rules, to nominate and elect representatives to the board
of such a fund. These individuals should be trusted persons, recognized and
respected by the constituency and, preferably, the public. One could imagine
that each of these three constituencies would elect three members each to the
board of such a fund, making it a manageable size. The chair could rotate
among the constituencies on a regular basis.

The resource providers do not necessarily have to be external donors only.
Once the demand for resources from these funds has become institutional-
ized, governments may wish to contribute their own allocations in order
to enlarge the total available for allocation among applicant organizations.
This would also enhance the image of these funds as public institutions.

There is no guarantee that corruption and other possible malpractices
would completely disappear with the creation of these autonomous funds,
but they do stand a much greater chance of reducing them than those insti-
tutional arrangements that prevail or have been tried in the past. By virtue of
being public bodies legally incorporated in an African country, they are more
sustainable than institutional arrangements that are more directly dependent
on external funding. At the same time, donors who have placed money in
any one of these funds do, of course, have the right to withdraw their sup-
port if malpractices occur that cannot be immediately corrected. This gives
them a right to sanction that in the long run may be a corrective mechanism
that turns the fund in the right direction.

The idea of an autonomous development fund is not just academic. It has
been put into practice on an experimental basis in several countries. One
example that is particularly instructive is the Cultural Development Trust
Fund in Tanzania (Mfuko wa Utamaduni Tanzania). It started in 1999 as
an autonomous fund for cultural development in the country. It has been
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able to attract support from three donors and the government. Its board
is made up of nine persons, one representing the donors, one represent-
ing the government, and seven others serving as representatives of different
constituencies within the cultural sector. Thus, performing artists have one,
librarians another, writers yet another, and so on. This means that the cul-
tural sector itself is more extensively represented, but it is an arrangement
that government and donor representatives agreed to in an initial meeting. It
is worth mentioning here that each constituency nominates both a male and
female. On an alternating basis decided by the lot, each constituency is thus
asked to choose its male or a female to ensure that there is gender equity
in board composition. The Cultural Development Trust Fund has helped
mobilize funds for the sector. It has responsibly allocated grants not only to
activities and artists based in the main city of Dar es Salaam, but also to the
twenty other regions of the country. Thus, it has had a catalytic effect while
serving as a model for how money can be used in ways that enhance the
principles of good governance.

The autonomous development fund is a new concept in development assis-
tance. It invites donors to treat development assistance as an investment,
not a charitable grant. They call upon donors to operationalize the con-
cept of partnership by calling for a shared responsibility in the management
of these funds. The model entails modifications in operational procedures
among governments and donors alike. Everyone realizes that such changes
do not come easy. The situation in Africa, however, is so critical that it
would amount to moral bankruptcy if ideas such as those presented here
were not properly explored at this point. Administrative convenience is no
longer an argument for how to give development assistance to African coun-
tries. Patronage can no longer continue to dominate government operations
in these places. In sum, fifty years of political science research ought to
have made it crystal clear that African development will remain hampered
until the day that donors and governments in Africa have found a modus
operandi that takes into consideration the political and social realities on the
continent.

concluding reflection

There is no reason to downplay the progress that African countries have
made in the past two decades under often very difficult circumstances. The
distance that they have covered is considerable in many instances. Devel-
opment, however, is a marathon race. African countries have just begun. A
longer distance remains to be covered, and some of it even more challeng-
ing than what has already been completed. Building on recent reforms is a
good start for those that are needed in the next phase. It would be wrong to
assume, however, that these steps can be identified along the lines of a sin-
gle model. They have to be taken with the practical experience of individual



P1: FBQ
0521856167c12 CB938B/Hyden 0 521 85616 7 October 26, 2005 16:2

272 African Politics in Comparative Perspective

African countries as the most suitable starting point. Furthermore, they have
to take into account that what is needed at this point is not so much eco-
nomic as political reforms. These are inevitably more contested. That is why
the recommendations made in this chapter are presented as an open-ended
agenda that deserves deliberation and dialogue on the ground in individual
African countries; it is not presented as an expeditious implementation with
the risk of causing a backlash.

Donors can become effective in the African context only if they temper
their own preference for economic reasoning with a dose of cold political
analysis of the local situation. A few agencies, such as the Department for
International Development (DfID) in Britain and the Swedish International
Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), have begun to be sensitive to the
need for a political analysis that goes beyond the general prescriptions of the
now battered good governance agenda. They recognize that their assistance
will have little effect unless they can relate it more effectively to local political
realities.

Becoming more effective obviously involves a better understanding of how
power is being exercised and with what consequences. Above all, it may
entail an appreciation of the economy of affection and the reasoning behind
it. African actors, after all, are rational in their behavior and decisions, but
they are also based on a different set of considerations than those that guide
economic reasoning in the donor agencies. This volume has offered some
indications of these differences and the social distance that donors need to
bridge in order to get traction for their ideas. Given that this distance is so
big and the opportunities within bureaucratic donor agencies for adaptation
to these African realities are limited, is there a possible bridge that can be
built so that they meet their African counterparts – partners – halfway?

I believe there is, provided the donor agencies are ready to engage in a
bit of self-evaluation and, in so doing, bring African institutions on board in
joint endeavors in which the notion of partnership becomes real rather than
just rhetorical. These joint undertakings, as suggested in this chapter, have
to address the most serious threats to effective management of development
funding – neopatrimonialism and all the informal dealings that are associated
with it. In short, how money is being channeled for African development
becomes the most critical issue.

African governments and donor agencies alike rely on a sensible inter-
pretation of operational procedures in order to function well. The reality
in Africa is that governments have paid too little attention to these rules,
the donors too much. The former have not been bureaucratic enough – in
the Weberian sense of legal-rational authority – the latter have been overly
bureaucratic. In the light of this considerable difference, donor agencies have
to think of how they can help these governments without becoming involved
in never-ending expenditure tracking that only defeats the purpose of their
softer funding approach. In governments where accounting is known to be
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very weak, the fungibility of donor funds is likely to be very high indeed;
transaction costs easily become much too high for justifying that approach
to development funding.

What has been proposed in this chapter is very much in line with the
prevailing philosophy of decentralizing responsibility to organs that can act
with an independent professional mandate. The distance that governments
and donors have to travel, therefore, from their respective starting points
should not be exaggerated. It does require, however, a readiness to think
afresh without smashing – once again – against the hard lines of a blueprint.
How to set such a process in motion with prospects for significant gains for
all parties involved is the most immediate challenge.

So, finally, where is Africa heading? No one can obviously say for sure.
Most likely, the scenario over the next couple of decades will indicate vari-
ation. Some countries will move in a modern direction; others will continue
struggling. Whatever the scenario that may apply to each country, there are
many hurdles to overcome. They will have to be tackled in sequence rather
than on a broad front. The first obstacle may be the toughest: how to tran-
scend the limits of a movement legacy that implies that renewal – accepting
the dictates of Amin in Uganda or Mugabe regarding the European minority
in Zimbabwe – is achieved only by mobilizing resistance to foreign advisors
and funders or to privileged minorities within the country. Africa needs to
transform its movements into political parties that are issue-oriented and
focused on constructive problem solving rather than the sweeping transfor-
mations that movements to date have attempted.

Tackling this obstacle requires overcoming another hindrance: the absence
of corporate power and a public opinion that can drive issues. This means
differentiating the social formation so that Africans become used to a divi-
sion of labor instead of operating indivisibly on a self-employed basis in
the informal sector. A stronger indigenous bourgeois or capitalist class that
respects the rule of law would be important for such a process. Its role
would most likely have to be complemented by foreign capital. A strong
and dynamic private sector is an integral part of the path forward even if
this means, as it most probably will, that the options for many to deal with
their livelihoods will become more circumscribed. It is one of the miscon-
ceptions that come from looking only at statistics that poverty in Africa is
experienced by people as damning. Of course, people know that they are
poor, but they do not see themselves as locked into it forever. Because it
is not structural, with the exception of countries like Ethiopia and South
Africa, there is always the expectation that with the help of others – through
investments in the economy of affection – there is eventually a way out.
This does not mean that the situation in Africa is nonproblematic; it is
but because of its qualitative, not quantitative, dimension. The bulk of the
region’s countries have large numbers of poor people because they have not
been integrated – and subordinated – to the powers of others. The economic
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base for social stratification has to be transformed in a direction where this
happens.

There will be other hurdles on the way, many of which have been identified
and discussed in this volume. They will have to be addressed as the two
discussed right here are being tackled. The important thing is that this process
will be both painful and enduring. It is not a fifteen-year but a fifty-year
perspective that is relevant for understanding and dealing with Africa’s social
and political transformation. It would be interesting to know what a review
of political science literature in 2055 might be saying on the subject of this
volume.
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