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O autor deste artigo procede a urn exarne extremamente crítico de algtrns dos
PÍessuPostos tóricos, frTequentemente dã natureza ideológica da discussão científi-
ca e política em tomo dos conceitos da <<modemização>1 d.o <desenvolvimento> e da
<democratização" em África. A sua concrusão é que a reúdade africana só pode ser
captada adequadamente por abordagens desembaraçadas de um conjunto de ideias
feitas, e que ú nesta base será possível conceber estratégias viíridas.

The author of this article Proposes an extremely examination of some of the the-
oretical assumptions ft,equently ideological in nature, underlying the scientiÍic and
poliücal discussion around the concepts oÍ <modemisation>, ..Jevelopmentr, and
,.democratisation>. His conclusion is that African ïeatity can orúy be adequately
understood by means of appnraches freed from a number of current ideas, and that
only on this basis will it be possible to define valid strategies.

Liautetlr de cet artide procède à un examen extrêmement critique de certains
sous-entendus théoriques, fréquemment de nature idéologique, de La discussion
scientifique et politiques autour des concepb de <modemisation>>, <développemenb>
et <démocratisation". Sa condusion est que la réalité africaine ne peut être comprise
de façon adéquate qu au moyen d'approches ribérées d.,un ensemble d,idées cou-
rantes, et que la déÍinition de stratégies valables rÍest possible que sur cette base-là.



A f .Afri c €Ìn iff*ïïï,iffii,H""H"i,Hffil ï:ïïi;
this could be attacked using the very notions that westemisaüon had already pro-
vided. The second was African haditions broadly conceived. As Nkrumú put it in
1961 the people had to be liberated <<from the bondage of fureign colonial rule and the
tyranny of local feudalism"l. Even iÍ many A_frican leaders shied away from such blunt
statements, seeking solace perhaps in the altematives, whether pan Africanism or
various symbolic reassertions of traditiorç they did not substantiatly disagree. The
pretty texts of AÍrican history and civilisation and the rhetoric of pan-Africanism
were the gtarns not the substance. At beqf they buthessed some shaky meúanisms
of psychological reassurance and provided for the reassertion of racial digruty. They
certainly never provided any mearìs of seriously thinking about politics. Beyond
identiÉication oÍ the enemy African nationalism comprised deep resentrnent of

"backwardness>, understood largely in terms of wealth and poweç allied with an
equally strong conviction that the way to overcome that backrarardness was to emu-
late the Westem state as dosely as possible, with all its attendant representationaf
bureaucratic and juridical modes insofar as these expedited modernisation. African
nationaÌism was about the securing of power in already demarcated territories, the
control and consolidation of aJ-ready existing states and the (if necessary) ruthless
subjection of heterogeneous societies to the processes of modernisation.

The Promise of Modernisation

Thus the first generation of AÍrican leaders variously saw their task <Ío mmbat
prejudices, routine, inferbnQ complexes and the fatalistic spirit>; to place themselves in
step with <eaolutionary laws>; to emancipate the <spiritually and mantally banitched>; to

"goad lthen societies] into the acceptance of the stimuli necessary to rapid economic danel-
opmmt>; to <create a new mentality and way of seeing things"z. However startling these
texts may seem now they shared a corÌunon commitrnent to exkemely ambitious
Progammes of social transformatiorç in which modemity is exemplified by science,
Prc8ïess/ disciptine, themselves all embodied in the form of the modem state. There
are often (rather vague) acknowledgemenb of the need to adjust this to local realities,
an acknowledgement whicb sometimes, shades into some realism about the obsta-

<You Europeans, you m just like FishS', Anonymous Kaonde woman quoted nK. Cteha4 Thz Fractured Cmmunity
landxapaolPounrandGenàerínRuralT-,ambia,Berkeley,UniversityoÍCalifomiaPness,7997p.87.

t K. Nkrumatr, I Speak of Freeàorn, p. M.
2 ltesPectively l,eopold Senghoç On Alrican Srcialism,Pall Mall Press, 1964 pp. 15&9; Bobwma Demoqatic p aïty,7g6'

ElectionManiÍestodauseS;SekouToure, AfrícaontheMnn,Panú8aks,1977,p.311;K.Nkrumatr" AftìcamustlJníte,
London, PanaÍ Books, 1963, p. 105; Samora Madrel, The People's Republic of Mozambique: The Shuggle Continues,
Reuìew of Afriun Politiwl E conomy, n." 4, 1975, p. 20.



LECTIONS ON MODERNITYAND DEMOCRATISATION IN AFRICA

cles conÍronting a modemising proiect in Africa and everç occasionally, some
ambivalence about the relationship between Africa and modemity. But, despite this
cautious note, what stands out is an almost magical *i"hi.g into being of modemi-

Ç a tendency which, to be fair, was by no means reptricted to African elites but
extended to their (then) friends in the West. Africanist sdrolarship was formally con-
stituted as a legitimate endeavour within the academic division of labour during a
period in which modemisation was the ruting idea. And if the state was the vehicle
then nationalism (benigrl curiously, in AÍrica malevolent everywhere else) was the

fuel of modemisation. The newly independent African countries were to be trars-
formed into modem, dynamic societies in whiú the combined forces of economic
growtlt urbanisatiory education and the mass media would sustain new forms of
associational life and create inÍormed, participant citizens with both of these provid-
ing the essential props, at least eventually, of a liberal democratic political order.

The centraÌity of modernisatioru the state and nationalism ensured that history
and political science became prominenf indeed predominant, in the new African
Studies, anthropology having become increasingly suspect as the handmaiden of
colonialism or worse, as the purveyor of a patronising account of Africans, i^ply-g
they were incapable of modemity. The new disciplinesby contrastwereheavily com-

plicit in the modemisi^g p-j""t, uncovering glorious historical pasts for modem

African nation-states, praising African nationalism and its continuities with the pre-

colonial ctruggles for freedom,', and vaunting the new political organisations that

would lead African countries to the New Era. Lr sum these efforts were as much to

do with ideological and political agendas in the West as they were to do with the dis-

covery of (new facts> or the exercise of social <sciencer.

Modernisation Eclipsed?

This partiorlar bundle of concepts and understandings now seems a world away.

The modemising project in all its variants has signally failed in Africa to effect the

anticipated transformations. More than this the whole framework of categories dus-

tered round modemisatioru indeed the very idea of a transition from "tradition> to

<modemity>,, appeared confounded by what was happening in independent AÍrica.

Perhaps most poignantly "tribalism" or "ethnicityr, far from dissolving in the face of

progïest appeared to acquire inoeased virulence; indeed as AÍrican nationalism

evaporated to become the main currency of the new state politics, often in urban

locations once thought to be the very engine rooms of modemity. It no longer seemed

plausible to regard ethnicity as a cultural hangover or even a temporary compass in

a rapidly modemising environment, but rather it appeared to be a veritable product

of modemisation itselí driven by increasingly bitter struggles for power and
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nesources within the strucfures of the new states. The results of empirical enquiry
were supported by theoretical interrogation and critique. This suggested that <kadi-
tiono came to be a sort of residual category that meant little more than the not-mo-
dem; the effect of that being that no real di.fferences in traditiors could be registered
and the onÌy change that this terminology could recognise was transition towards the
Westem experience; and finally that tradition and modemiÇ represented mutually
exdusive and functionally interdependent clusters of athibutes so that urbanisation
was naturally bundled with capitalism, democracy, secularisation and so orL an
assumption that precluded various forms of mixtffe of the traditional and the mo-
dem. Beyond these descriptive and analytical points the categories of tradition and
modemity came under fire on normative grounds. This was part of a much larger
shift of Westem sensibilities, particularly but by no me€ìns exclusively exemplified in
academic discourse, which came to consider the attribuüon to ,.others, (o4 more por-
tentously, the "other,,) of suú notions as <tradition> as not only empirically and con-
ceptually emPty, but both morally offensive and complicit irç if not directly corstitu-
tive of, oppressive forms of social and political relations.

Such criticisms generated of course their own dile*rrru, well captured by
Feierman - "lf we defne the people of a giaen society as different from us, then we hnae
defrud them as other, distant from us, not subject to the same histoical forces or tiaing in the
same moral uniaerse. This is unacceptable. But if we say thnt we are indud mnal,liuing in
the same era, subject to the same historicat forces, struggling with the same issues, then we
Iose the picture of cultural aarintion which is the heart of anthropotogy>3. Attempts to
resolve this ditriculty have prompted not only across the social sciences and human-
ities but in certain areas of policy debate especially about <development>, wide-
spread assertions of (agency) on behalÍ of social actors and insistent calls for (anti)
<essentialism". The fust connotes a repudiation of "victimhood, and a robust asser-
tion of the social and cognitive capabilities of ordinary individuals. Anti-essenüaÌism
questions both úe idea that identities are naturally given and that people can have
integral and unproblematic identities. By extension sudr arguments ochallenge
accounts of mllectiae idmtities as based on some 'essence' or set of core features shnred by all
members of the collectiaity and no othus>4. So in the field of AÍrican studies more gene-
rally such arguments have provided some of the intellectual resources to proclaim a
new world of <creolisationo and "glocalisation,,s. The old myth oÍ a Merrie Africa of
cultffal authenticity and/or "backwardness> gives way to a post-modem Africa of
endlessly ecstatic bricolage and multiple modemities6. Not the least of the benefits of
such a view (at least for its proponents) is that the <,historicity> of African societies is

Stwen Feiemarr, Peasant lntellectuab Anthropology and History in Tamnia, },íaüsr;in, UniversiÇ of Wiscoruin Presg
1990, p.38.
Craig Calhoun, Cntícal Social'fhary, OxÍord, Bladrwe[ 795,p.198.
LIlf Hannez, "The WorÌd in Creolisatton, Afiu, 57, 1987, pp 56-59.
A good rccent umple with copious refercnces to appÌopriate literahre is Charles Piot, Remobty Gtobal Vllage
Modernity in West Afriu, üicago, University of Chicago Press, 199.
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Íestor€d and by (very strong) implication the standing of Africans as firll members of

(one) human family is re-asserted.

All of these shifu finally have had their impact on understandings of African Poli-
tics. OId paradigms could now be dismissed a s <mere ideological preconceptrons" whiú

have oabysmnlty failed the test of plausfuilityrT . oDEutdency is a fairy tale> and develop-

ment is a <disastrous notionrs.Modemisation theory can see only a failed state to be

explained by ,.tradition , its explanatory framework allowing only a vacuous teleo-

logy or a facile exoticism. Dependency theory is no bettet seeing African realities

only as extemally determined by global class forces. Both are <analytic disasters"e.But

beyond such polemics several positions ara posed. Firstly, it is argued that African

politics should be understood by meãìIìs of universal concepts, not treated, as

Stephen Ellis puts it, in terms of oothernessrlo. Secondly, it is suggested that political

analysis is now inÍormed by a great deal more knowledge and particularly historical

knowledge. The frequent and passionate assertions of <historicity, register a claim to

Africa being a part of history, as having a capacity to be understood in its own terms

and not as a function of something else (say Westem imperialism).This requires the

.de-exoticisation, of tradiüor1 involving a strategy of denying ethnicity as tradition

and its re.understanding as a practice simultaneously asserting the capacity for

action amongst subordinate as well as ruling gIouPS. As a result it becomes possible

to emphasise the continuities in African poliücal tiÍe. Thirdly, and most importantly,

it has led to the view that the modem AÍrican state is precisely that, a modem AÍrican

state; it has, been grafted onto AÍrican societies. It is to its foundations and the asso-

ciated poütical strategies that we should attend rather than such irrelevancies as the

form of state or the ideological statements of leaders and so on'

The Return of Modernisation

There is no doubt that this onslaught has had effects, bringing about dramatic

changes in words and usages. No-one now dare talk of imparting "civilisationo or

o*okirg mut modernrll. In academic and policy cirdes alike slogans abound calling

for ,,African solutions, or (AfIican altemativesrr. These shiÍts are not mere cJ"ranges

of tone or rhetoric, yet another threadbare mask to cover the ever sinister play of

7 p.AnbúpouninAfrica:AnEs*yinPolíüulInterVretation,LondogMacrnillaru192P 197&p'9'

B J-F.Bayxt,Thc State ín Afrìu,Harláw, hngmars, 193, p. 33 and inJames Manor (ed), ReúltiilkingThìrdWorldPolitix'

Harlow, Inngrnans, 1991" P. 52'
e J. HeÌbsç staízs and Pnnr in AÍricnComparatitxla*ns in Authoity and Conhol, Princeton Princeton Universiry Press'

affi,p.6.
to St pt*ru",uDemocracyinAÍricaActrievementsandProspects>,inD'Rimmer(ed)'ActioninAfiu'Oxford'James

Cuney,193, P.134.
1r Cf. Alex Inkeles & David H. smi th" Becnning Modern, lnndon" Heinemaruu 1974 far more interesting now, like muú

of this ìiteratr:re, for its praise poems to modemity than its ponderous parade oÍ scientificity'
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Westem interests. But their importance need not obscure the fact that, concurrent
with them, the modemisation framework (and its dependency coüsin) far from dis-
appearing, has rather shifted its ground. The key to this remains the state. It was the
state that was to open the door to progïess and it is the state that is now seen to have
failed. Although there are considerable di-fferences in theoretical proven€Ìnce and lan-
guage a dçter of themes has emerged to constitute the new mainstream under-
standing. AÍrican states lack legitimacy because there is no real political representa-
tion or participation. To the extent that states are linked to the wider society it is
through forms of dientelist politics. Clientelism breeds corrupüon and arbitrariness
and the scope for all these is greatly incneased by a large degree of state intervention
in the economy. The form of politics that results is a rut}úess struggle for power and
r€sources by individuals and cliques and leads to the state's development policy
being made against the intercsts of society as a whole. Over time African societieg or
elements of them, have resisted these tendencies causing both politics and states to
fail. And so debate has shifted to fustly, how to make the state work better and sec-
ondly, how to adrieve by other means things that should have been adrieved by the
state. SimpliÍying somewhat, both of these are seen to point in the direction of the
market and civil society because the former removes opportunities for rent-seeking
and comrption and because accountabiJity comes from the etstence of independent
power bases in society. Thus both together will constrain the possibilities of the abuse
of office by state officials and both will make possible the emergence of a properly
constituted public authority properly committed to the public interest.

Not surprisingly then on this shifted terrain the (new look) modemisation sdrool
suggest that things really are changing this time (or at least have the potential to do so)
as übrant civil societies and democratisationbring corrupt and tyrannical regimes to
heel. Voluntary associatiorìs or non-goverrunental organisations have come to be
seen as the key to strengthening AÍrican civil society. It is true that within this context
muú more attention is paid to <the indigenous" (and this is a particular fancy of
Westem NGOs) but this is to the degree that the indigenous suits or is conducive to
the processes of modernisation. This emphasis on the indigenous also suits a kind of

Policy discourse as it suggests that while it is appropriate for <the international com-
munity> to intervene in the affairs of AÍrican states this is in order to assist the (good)
domestic forces agitating for úange against the (bad) old elites and pïeserves at least
a (very threadbare) notion of sovereignty.

If modemisation theory has been reworked rather than buried it is not urúikely
that some form of dependenry theory continues to survive; and so it proves. This
(new look) dependenry sdrool no longer places the same emphasis on struchrral eco-
nornic variables (terms of trade, capital flows and the like) but rather on political
strategies. But against the mainstream positions it suggests that, what it often calls a
neo-liberal agenda does not promise a genuine modemisation because it is con-
structed to sanction orüy the enhancement of teúnocratic control over AÍrican soci-
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eties within a globalising capitalist order. Despite a fig-leaÍ of commitnnent to democ-
racy and empowerrnent the policies of structural adjusfrnent have done great dam-
age to those groups in AÍrican societies in the forefront of struggles for democrary
groups who are, in additioru often most vociferously opposed to structural adjust-
ment and related policiesl2. It follows that what is really needed inAÍrica is a gmuine
civil society arrdreal democratisaüon involving popular participation as the means to
a rekindling of the nation-state building strategy. But ultimately in this view the polit-
ical motivaüons of the masses are largely drivenby economic welÍare considerations;
only once these are improved can their commitrnent to democrarybe secured" essen-
tially by outside forces.

The most notable feature of this reconÍiguration of modemisation theory

involves a shift in some time-honoured assumptions about democrary. The effective

operation of this form of political order was long argued to involve certain structural
pre-requisites, including a certain level of economic prosperity, a large middle-class,
fairly high levels of education for the mass population and so on. Now the pre-

sumed causúties are reversed so that the lack of democracy (or at least an account-

able state) becomes the root cause of the lack of development. While acknowledg-

ing this shiÍt it is important to note that, inboth its "mainstreamo and .radical" vari-

ants, it is not a politicisation of modemisation theory (the political was always cen-

tral) but rather a shift, from an emphasis on a modemising state to one on a mod-

emising civil society; and that, while it may have important implications for policy

and certain kinds of empirical researú, in no sense does it part company with the

dominant analytical and normative assumptions prevalent in Westem liberal social

and political theory.

A Liberal Project

These considerations suggest that both the sheer resüence and the analytical

ambiguities of .modemisation theory" are muú more deeply rooted within Westem

social and political theory than is generally acknowledged. For some of course it may

be sufficient to repeat the familiar criticisms of modemisation theory and leave it at

that. For those not content with such a manoeuvre a question remains as to whether

the notiors of tradition and modemity are qúte as bankrupt as they are now usual-

ly said to be. ú:r approaúing that issue it is sensible to acknowledge that there is lit-

tle doubt that these terms have come to carry an insupportable weight subsuming

trarsitions as varied as custom to law, communal to private properly, barter to

exdrange seasonal to clocl< time, craft to automated production and so ory and that

12 See Adebayo Olukoshl The Elus irx Pince of Dennurk, Uppsala, Nordiska AfriÏainstitutet, 198, for this position md

extensive refurences to the aPPÍoPriate literature.
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the idea that all these continua straighfforwardly join in two contrasting bundles is
lhe oerror of seeing nerything modern as belonging to one Enlightenment packagerl3.

But at their most intellectually serious the various conceptual súemes devised
by European social theory were intended to distinguish forms of social order úar-
acterised by the presumption of the universality and equality of individual interests
conjoined with a universal morúty, all under úe aegis of a universal reason; and
forms of social order that were not. Modem societies would take the form of a dif-

ferentiation of spheres of activity - the economic, the political, the familial, and so

on to whiú different values and orientaüons, could be deemed appropriate. The

values appropriate to one sphere could be positively dysfunctional in another.
Various accounts provided more or less elaborate pictures of this form of sociaÌ
order, especially the problems of ensuring its coherence, but undergirding them all

was a distinction between <private> and <public". The public sphere, comprising

both the state proper and the market in its formal constitution and operatiorl

embodied rationality and impersonality. As we have seen it is the failure of African

societies, and especially states, to respect (and police) this bounda4r that forms the

core of the contemporary mainstream explanation of African state and wider social

failure.
But these boundaries (notablybetween public and private) are not firm and there

has been and is always a tension between themla. The exact domains of the private

and the public have always varied historically and can only be made sense of as part

of the attempt to construct a liberal capitalist order. Liberal authors often comfort-

ingly sugges t lhat, <we knmt directly of communities withnut markets, bound by unspoken

obtigatìons in which altruism and reciprocity appear to goaun and in which cohesion is main-

tained without mercian. These are our familiesrls. There is an important sense in which

this is right not least in acknowledging that sudr relationships certainly have existed,

and perhaps still do, inside the hearúands of iiberal capitalism and require no ,.oth-

ering> or "exoücising" of strange peoples. But such assertions are deeply misleading

if they imply that private and public comfortably co-exist. It may be true that over

long historical periods the (nuclear) family in various forms has been tolerated as an

institution whiú more or less looks after itself and remains an appropriate place for

the practical business of úild-rearing and early moral socialisation. But dris tolerance

has been and is always under siege by more hostile stances towards the family, either

insinuating it is nothing more than Nt ersatz contract or denouncing it as an <oPPres-

sion,, in whiúever case insisting it is not what it says it is. It is these understandings

that inform past and ctrrrent efforb to subject the family to the logic of contract and

Charles Taylor, "Two Thmries of Modemity", PabJíc Culture Tl(l)' 799' pp l5T774' p. 1,60.

Despite its apparent futility lib€ral political theory continues to searú Íor general solutions to this problem. For a

rcc€nt disflrssion see E. Chamey, uPolitical überalisrrç Deliberative Democrary and the Public Splerc, Amerìcnn

Polìticnl Scimce Rniew 92,7, 194.8, pp I -770.

Wìllim fames Borlú.r, Hou*hotds On thz Moral Ardútecture of the Eannny,Itham. Comell University Press,1993,

p.292.
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"tightr" both within the boundaries of statet and increasingly, across them16. The
endless difficulties that liberal thought and practise have had with the family gives
the due to their r€spoÍìse to communities larger than families - either they do not
,.reallyo exist at all (they are just illusions at best fantasies at worst "oppressions") or
perhaps more generously, culture is really "epiphenomenal, an accompaniment to
social activities whose real centre of graúty lies elsewhere; or if communities and cul-
tures do exist, they may be of the ,,wrong> kind. The "mthusinsm for tniting out of
human history ruery instance of authentic and autonomous 'Others'>> is not, pace Professor
L,ee, an aberration of a few sdrolars, but a deep-seated constant of Westem discourse
and practicelT.

Such considerations may enable us to idenüÍy the rational kemel of modemisa-
tion theory. What marks non-modemised communities and cultures is extensive
interaction on all dimensions oÍ social life within the boundaries of those communi-
tie+ the relative impermeability of the boundaries, at least where that wotrld threat-
en the integrity of the group and the selÍ-sufficiency of the culture's own moral and
normative standards; that is to say that the main source of moral and normative stan-
dards is from within the culture. None of this predudes .,borrowìngs" (and the
empirical evidence for this is of course undeniable) proúded that these do not over-
whelm the boundaries of the culture (and of course many cultures and communities
have ceased to exist). What makes modemisation different is that it means the dis-
embedding of people from their cultures and communities in the form of individual
emancipation; it can therefore be understood as <the increase of indiaiãualism and indi-
aiduality"lg. But it is also about re-embedding individuals in new forms of social
groups whicb even iÍ they are not wholly reduced to the impersonality of the state
and the market, come to substantially depend on those forms of social order.

Suú considerations also throw some light on the question of the state. The end-
less ambiguities about the state, accountable but not capfured autonomous but not

oppressive, neuhal but interventionist, are thus rooted in the deeper ambiguities of

the private/public distinction and can only be made sense of as a project. In this con-

text the liberal state must be both weak and strong. Weakbecause, on the one hand,

the state is purely an enablel, little more than a neutral meúanism providing the

security to allow free, equal individuals to pursue their life projects, unhindered by

others. L:r this understanding a strong state is a potential threat to free persoÍìs. Firstly

the state may attempt to impose some particular social orde{,embodying some set of

values, that constrains peoples' freedom and secondly, that the offices of the state

The promoten oÍ such agendas are oÍtm helpfuÌly frank about shifts in the notion of public/private. Cf. Geraldine
vm Buereo The lntmüonal Isw on thc Nghts of the Ctild Dordreú! Martinus Nijhoff Publishes, 1D5, ch. 3.
RidÌard t ee, nThe Prinitive as Prcblematio,, Ánlhropology Today,9(6),1993, pp 1-3, p. 2 This (often) irritable oscil-
Iation between accepting that comunides and cr:ltr:ns exist and trying to rgue they are essentially ephemeraì

clraracterises liberal writing as early as John Locke. CÍ. his remark on pigtaís inD. Wootton (ed), ]ohn I'ocke , Politícal

Wnfings, Penguiru 1993,p 157.
Peter Wagner, Á Socìology of Modcrnify, Routledge 19a, p.6.
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may be abused by their incumbents (and the stronger the state the greater the possi-
ble abuses). The way to counter these threats is to insütutionalise some form of
accountability and historically, as a generaÌ tendenry, this has taken the form of fust-
ly, of a universal legal code to whidr state officials are also subject, and secondly a
complex of institutions now generally referred to as liberal democracy and compris-
ing universal suffrage, political parties, rights of political participation and so on.

But this is only halÍ the story, The other halÍ is a series of arguments that require
that the state be strong. This strong state must to a certain extent be disengaged from
sociaÌ interests and certainly not be overwhelmed by them. It must be capable of
imposing and maintaining a certain kurd of social orde4, essentially a liberal capi-
taÌist order. Far from being merely accountable to social interests it must be capable
of ensuring that only the right kind of interests are in play; indeed in terms of the
European experience it is not implausible to suggest that the state itself is commit-
ted to the constitution of social classes as a new form of social orderle. [r this half of
the story it is quite impossible for the liberal state to be neutral and indifferent to
values; rather it must actively interfere in what people believe and how they live,
even to the extent of inculcating certain kinds of values and dispositions. Such elab-
orate Processes of transformation of both <structures> and ,.values> require not a
minimalist state, but a state constituted in the form of an immense bureaucratic
apparatus with all the capacity for fine-grained social surveillance and social control
whiú that makes possible.

The Liberal Proiect in Africa

Conskucting suú a state and putting it to use is perhaps the greatest political
drama of modemity and difficult enough in its heartlands. Neither was likely to be
any easier in Africa - as Cúen puts i! counterposing Third Republic France with
contempora4r Mozambique,<things do not go anywhere near as smoothly in the capitalist
purphery, where the authoritarian modernising state is not a source of upzaard mobility. Its
policies are in thcse con"ditions a stick with no corresponding canot. Its political ìdentity is
experimccd as alien by its peoples, who thus deoelop defensiae, centrifugal, anti-state identi-
ties in responserzj.It certainly could be argued that AÍrican elites have not been as
adept as they might have been. úr rekospect both úe sheer fragility of African

"nationalism> in the absence of the colonial maste{, and the formidable difficulty, in
the face of bewildering diversity, of providing it with any cultural content, have
become clear. Even its development content has been excessively aspirationaf often

le S€e G Burchell et.al. (eds), The Foucnult Efect, &icago, University of Chicago Press, 191, esp dr.1.
T M. Cúerr, Nationalism and Ethnicities: Lessons from Mozambique at m.dundee.ac.ukcphrc/sections/arti-

des/cúm1.hhn, p. 15.
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quite unrealistic, and more often than not seemingly innocent of the processes and
instrumenb of social úange in the West (and indeed in the East)the effects of whiú
it sought to emulatdl. of these the most important, yet agarç was the state. The mes-
meric effect of the modem state on African eiites had never been in doubt but an
understanding of the r,eal sinews of the western state whiú lie, not so mudr in a
rather threadbare rhetoric of "mobilisation>, but in endlessly painstaking processes
oÍ indiüduatiorç homogenisatiorç suweillance and discipline, this perhaps eluded
them. Nkrumú spoke for many when he demanded social change dike jet propul-
sion> but the harsh judgement must be that AÍrican elites understood as little of the
former as they did of the latte#.

Thus there is little disagreement that the states constïcted by African elites are
wealç poorly focused, and their writ rarely runs through the "political kingdomo.
The Central AÍrican Republic is doubtless an extreme case in whiú <<the state stops at
PK 12" (i.e, twelve kilometres from the capital) ts. But generally speaking Herbst is
probably right to assert that, ono large African country can be said to hmse consolidated
control ouer its entire territoryr24. There can surely be little doubt either that, to a con-
siderable degree, ,.national> and <local" politics remain poles apart. Political scien-
iists may ritually protest that they ate <not attempting to resuscitate the tradition ausus
modern dichotomy>, but the substitution of a focus on the "culturallogic of Aficanpoli-
úlcs> but not in a narrowly culturalist way, suggests that the dreaded dichotomy is not
so easily escapedã. Redefined along the lines suggested here it is hardly surprising
indeed that political science constantly uncovers distinct,.logicso, suggesting that for
example, <State law and local normatiae orders mnstitute differmt logics" or that oln law,
oficinl funcüoning and budget # [the state] is totally Western. In practice it is othmttise tra-
ztersed by logics in drasüc contradicüon with the original modelr26.

But there is another side to the story of that unthinkably bad thing the weak state,
namely, that many African peoples and communities retain a coherence and a capac-
ity for action that people elsewhere in the world (though notably in the West) have
long lost. Thus the Senegalese Family Code whiú is (needless to say) in tine with
<intemational standards> but not (of course) African ones, hardly regulates
Senegalese famiJies, despite being the product of years of work and passed in the

The Mombican govemmmt put forward a plan in 1980 to industialise the country in 10 years. See M Halì and T
\ong Confronüng Iníathan, Hurst and Co' 197. See also John So.r:J., MilIminl Afrícn, Trcnton, NJ , Africa World
Press, Inc.,2001, ú.4.
K. Nkrumatu Áuúobiogrrphy, Nelsr:ll 1957, p.x.
A popular saying quoted in T. Bierschenk & Jean-Pierre Oliüer de Sardarç "Lmal Powers and a Distant State in rual
Cenkal AÍrim Repubho',loumal of Modern Alrican Studres,35(3) 797,pp. M746,p.441.
J HerbsÇ Statq and Pw in Alriu, p. 254.
Bruc J. Bemarç Ethnicity, "Patronaç md the AÍricm State: The Politics of Uncivil Nationalism>, Afriun Aft'aìrs,97,
199& pp.30F3a1, p.340 & p.308 my emphasis.
Cf. Sten Hagberg, Betzoest Pence and lusüce Díspute Settlemmt fufinn Kmaboro Agriculturalists and Fulbe Agro-pastoral-
ísts ìn Burkim Fan, Uppsala Uppsala Univercity, 19$ p. 231. Olivier de Sardan, <A Moral Economy oÍ Comption
n AÍnca", loumaL of Modon Alrican Stuàio 37(1), MaÌdì 199, pp. ?552. p. 47. There seeÍns to be a simila use of

"logio' inA. Mbembe, "Provisional Notes on the Postcolony", At'riu,62(1,),1992,pp.347.
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teeth of opposiüon from the marabouts, usually regarded as an essential pillar of the

Senegalese state. This is doubtless in part because of the lack of capacity of the
Senegalese state to enforce it and indeed many other laws. But it is also because the
laws do not fit local communities and cultures who still have altemative traditions
and thercfore other options2T.

Similarly in many African countries, land laws, whiú are often not merely in line
with "intemaüonal standards, but taken over lodç stock and barrel from the colonial

powers remain unenÍorced land registers are not maintained and indeed local offi-

cials do not know what the laws are. None of this suggests particularly efficient or

competent states oD at the least it suggepts proliferations of competing jurisdictions

and accompanpng "brokering" of access to such jurisdictions2s. But even today

"most land tenure systuns are 'communal' in character" arrd <groups often restrict alienation

of land to outsiders, and thus seek to maintain the ilentity, coherence and liaelihood security

of the group and its members,ze. Generalising this it might be argued that (many)

Africans have not yet been disembedded from land both as a means of security but

also of prestige and social and cultural value. They are practical Man<ists and they

know that to lose one's means of production is to become dependent on (unknown)

others; better than Marx they know that to lose one's material means of production

is to lose one's culíral means of production.

Democracy and Democratisation

Colonialism is long gone and cannot be reúvedm; the modem African state, that

is the elite-driverL modemising-from-above versiorl is widely agreed to have failed;

the urge to modernise remains. WhÍe neither the agencies involved nor their

alli3...r are without historical precedent the end of the Cold War has allowed a new

triumvirate of Westem states, the intemational organisations they control, and a mot-

ley alliance of NGOs that largely do their bidding, to put together a new architecture

of interference compounded of direct interventions, frameworks of conditionaÌities,

and projects to effect long-term social change. The most significant novelty of these

arrangements is the lynd:r-pin position of intemational organisations like the World

For the detaiìs see Leonardo \ìllalón lslanic Society and State Powa in Seregal, Cambridge, Cambridge University

Press, 1995 ds.3 & 6.
For an exmple see Christian Lund, "A Question of Honour: PÍop€rty DsPutes md Brokerage in Bukina Faso",

,Alricl 69(4), 7999, pp. 57ï594.
ó-il" to,Í^i. & Jr:lian Qum (eds) Ewluíng Innd rights, policy and tmure ín Africa, Intemaiional Institute Íor

Environmmt and Development, 2000, p. 152. For further discussion see the very useftrl úapter by Christian Lmd

in Tor A. Benjaminsen and Christian Lmd (eds), Politia, Proputy md Production in the Wnt Afiun Sahel, UppsaJ+

Nordiska Afrikairstitutet, 2ffi1. His arguments do not I think invalidate the point I want to make. He would doubtr

less disagree.
Understandablv on my account c€rtain rather conservative libenls retain some nostalgia for it.
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Bank which dearly illustrates many of the arguments that have been put forward so
far. Over some twenty years in which its actions in Africa have become more and
more obtrusive, it is clear that there has been a twin track attempt both to weaken
states (in certain sorts of ways) and to strengthen them (in other sorts of ways). While
this strategy has been shaped by many contingencies, the intemational political situ-
ation and the policy shifu of Westem states and elites being onty the most obvious,
the trajectory of the Bank, exemplifies how this project has expanded and diversiÍied
from a narrow focus on economic growth to a concem with structures of govemance,
to programmes of social reconstruction which in their scale and aspirations (if not yet
the political will and the resources committed to them) are paralleled only by nine-
teenth century colonialism and the post-war ocorpations of Germany and Japan. In
so doing úe Bank has begun to analyse, cornment on and intervene in virhrally every
facet of the social organisation of African (and some other) states. [r no sense can it
be plausibly (any longer) be described as a bank or even a development agency.

It is within this context that the current processes of democratisation in Africa at
least as that term is understood by its extemal promoters, can be located. A recent col-
lection of studies suggests Ihat, "elite demouacy... hns been foisted upon reluctant non-
electiae dictatorships by economically dominant classes usho haue been excluded from state
potner: professionals and middle classes, intnnational donors and ftnancial insütutionsr3r.
There is, as already suggested, a presentational dimension here. The old ideas of
democracy as requiring preconditiors implies embarrasing hierarúies; the new
stress on the universality *d availability of democrary has a pleasantly egalitarian
ring in a supposedly globalising world. But this is a relatively superficial feature (and

i. *y case the old judgements rapidly retum üa such notions as the .consolidation"

of democrary and the "quality" of civil society). But the úange is more than prcsen-
tational and forms part of a stuategy of civil society-driven modemisation32. The
efforts to reform the African state from above are by no means abandoned but they
are thought to need a complementary drive from below. Electoral politics operÌs up
the possibiJities of discrediting and removing efsting incumbents and putting new
kinds of new kinds of modemising coalitions thatwill operate withinthe new frame-
works designed by the West. Yet it is widely agreed that such electoral processes
require institutionalisation both amongst the political elite and the wider society. At

their most ambitious the strategies of Westem states and their agencies involve the

construction of societies of interests - the "right sort" of civil society will call forth the
.,right sorb of state. Yet electoral politics also opens up the possibility that people

may make the uwrong,' úoices; not sulprisingly, <Madeleine Albright, when aisiting

Kano recently, was taken ahack when thanked (albeit ironically) for introducing shsri'a:'but

it's due to democracu', she was toldu33. Thus the democracy on offer must úen be care-

31 M Cowen & L laakso (eds) Multí-party elections in Afríca, OxÍord,lames Currey, 2002, p 24
32 JuÌie Heam has done interesting researú on this. See Jr:lie H;ealr1 Fmign Aid, Dannoatisaüon anrl Ciuil Sociely ín

Afriu: A Study of South Afriu, Ghana and Uganda, IDS Discussion Paper 368. Mardr 199.
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fully herrned in by extemal constrainb, covert and overÇ and domestically con-
trived by the ,<right kind" of local prouroters and alties. ïhe historical mntinuities
here are tnly reurarkable. The dream oÍ <tlu adaanmnent of tlu natioe populntions to a
higha state of cioilisatiorr> üves ons.

Murray LasÇ Noúea on úe hnplamúation of Shoi'a in torüan Nigari, p. 6 unp,ublished paper, There is a Frcrrdr to<t
m Pditìque Aírínire, 79, ffi , p. l4l-líL
CrvemorGeneralRormespealdÍtgin19Gi, çobdinÀ Conkli+ <ColonialirurandHumanRighbÂC-ontsadiction
in 'IÈlrls? The caee of FÍane ard Whst Africa 189t1914D, Anwian Historical Reúieut, 7@12), 7W pp. 419442 çioe
ú,p.4;l4.
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