AFRICA: THE POLITICSOF FAILURE

Basil Davidson

Thebald fact isthat in Africawe have squander ed almost 30year swith ineffectivenation-
building efforts. Our policies were far removed from social needs and developmental
relevance.

Olusegun Obasanjo, former Head of State of Nigeria: 17 April 1990: OECD conference,
Paris.

No one now disputesthe centrality of popular participationand the human factor asthe
only viable developmental paradigm for Africa.

Adebayo Adedeji, former Executive Secretary of the Economic Commission for Africaof
the United Nations, quoted here from weekly West Africa, 11 November 1991.

And to the above quotations let us add a third, agood deal older but till
with plenty of pith and point, sayingthat 'in thiscountry, social warfareis
under full headway, everyone stands for himsdf and fights for himself
against all comers, and whether or not heshall injureall theotherswho are
his declared foes, depends upon a cynical calculation asto what is most
advantageous to himsalf." If Engels had been writing about the arena of
economic and political decision in Africa during the 1980s, instead of
about England in the 1840s, he could havelet hiswordscompl etely stand.
Moreover, 'this war growsfrom year to year, asthe criminal tables show,
more violent, passionate, and irreconcilabl€e, and this, too, can beleft to
apply. Over these past years no few state powers - to call them govern-
ments would do them too much credit — became murderous tyrannies or
else outrageous banditries whose chieftains, licensed still by ‘'world opin-
ion' and its obedient press as being presidents or prime ministers, had
ceased to care even for the verbal trappings of legitimacy. Whatever
happens, we have got the Mixi mGun, and they havenot, wasathought that
is said to have reassured the colonia invaders o a hundred years ago.
Nowadays, with the AK47, their local |egatees can be safer till.

Yet Engels, writing about England during the 1840s, was able to
conclude that the war in question was a classwar in which the fact of the
bourgeoisie and the fact of the proletariat were redlities which must
dominate the scene. This being so, other conclusionsfollowed, including
the end of the war and a future of widening peace; and the future would
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belong to these conclusions: about which, in this year of grace of 1992
rather little, from an Engels point of view, can be comfortably said. Now,
we are told, everything is different: socialism has failed and history has
ended, so that what we have now is what remains and what will remain,
fiddledwith or tarted up alittle here and there but dwayssurviving, more
well or lesswell accordingto theineffablemysteriesof the BusinessCycle
but otherwise above the power of thought to see or move beyond it. For
there is nothing beyond it. The presently scabrous horrors of most of
Africaare not, as we had supposed, to be understood as the abrasions of a
social process, asawrestling of huge potentials whereby, soon or late, the
conflictsof today may beovercomeand left behind, meanwhilethescience
of serious analysiscan be usefully applied. Not at al, for such ideas are
exploded tel eol ogical mythsand empty nonsense. These conflictsare part
of an eternal landscape. Regime X may be on the skids, and President Y
juggling with hisforeign bank balances against imminent departure for
Biarritz or wherever. But these are merely faits diversto be judged by the
valuedf their TV footage. They havenoother useful meaningand, asfacts,
can beleft to rot until the advent of RegimeY and President Z: naturally
and indeed inevitably, the mixtureas before.

It may be so. But for those who find this prospect unacceptably
begrovelling, or at any rateimprobable, or at least open to doubt, thereis
bound to be something moreto besaid. Thecurrent scenein Africa, with
which thisessay isconcerned, cannot be agreed to encourageeven modest
hope, let along millenial hope; but at the sametimeit givesclear indica-
tionsthat thereisagreat deal moretobesaid. Socialismin any of itsstatist
formsin Africahascertainly failed wherever oneor other of suchformshas
been applied beyond the mereverbiagedf propaganda, andthere may bea
truesenseinwhichhistory, inthisdimension, hasindeed ended. Y et thisis
saying rather little. The applications of socialism, whether of one sort or
another, whether 'scientific' or simply well-intended, weresmall or short-
winded, or in any casedestroyed by the handy AK47 of thisor that gang of
bandits (sometimes home-grown, sometimes not). They will not be tried
again; it isfar from certain that they will even be remembered. But then
there is this other failure to be considered. Along with the failure of
socialism there is the till larger and much more wounding failure of
whatever, in Africa, has been introduced as capitalism: thefailure, that is
to say, to solve by the methodsor systemsaf capitalismany great social or
economic problem of indigenousAfrican development. Butisn't failure, in
this context, perhaps too strong and final a word? Won't capitalism in
Africa, just asin Europeand North America and Japan (yes, and the'four
littledragons of Asia) work itself through tothestabilitiesof success? And
if there arestill scepticstosay no, it won't, then what prospect may onesee
for Africa while the future opens thisideological void in which the one
system, like the other, isfrustrated? These questions call at any rate for
argument.
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If we accept the currently most probable statistical measures, which are
those of the World Bank and various agencies of the United Nations
Organisation, Africa's prospect over the next thirty or forty yearsor so is
onedf gatheringcatastrophein termsaf deepening impoverishment, social
dislocation, and inability to secure a better balance of profit and losswith
the world of achieved industrialism. This is what the standard measures
indicate. Even when alowingfor a possibleor even, assomesay, probable
pandemic of AIDS, the overall population will at least double over the
next couple of decades, while the average continental capacity to produce
morefood — not to speak of other useful or essential things—will barely rise
by more than the odd percentage point. Meanwhilethe number of persons
obliged to depend on purchased food will rise still more steeply and, it
appears, irreversibly. Though still dower than in Latin America, the rate
o 'urbanisation' - in plainlanguage, the rate of increasein the number of
refugeesfrom rural impoverishment who survivein the squal or of service-
lesscities(citieswhich do not deserve the name but are nonethel ess given
it) —hascontinued to climb over the past thirty yearsand will go on doing
s0. 'By 2025’, accordingto some prudent conclusions, 'Southern Africais
projected to reach the level of urbanisation that presently exists in the
developed world and Latin America. About haf of the population of
eastern and western Africawill livein urban areasat that time. | n absolute
terms' - applicable just as wdl to northern Africa - this means that the
urban populations of Africa'will increasefrom four to twelvetimes above
their 1940 levels by 2025."" Africa, in short, will be a continental slum.
Worse: for if these huge new 'urban’ populations cannot make food
grow out of city streets, while rural producers do not improve on their
stetistically deplorable performance of past decades, the necessary food
will have to beimported: but there will be no money availableto pay for
suchimports. Said the G7leadersin July 1991, when asked about this: 'We
agree on the need for additional debt relief measures, on a case by case
basis(applied to the mostindebted countries), goingwell beyond the relief
aready granted." Nice words: but will it happen? Financially regarded,
most of Africaisnow in hopeless bankruptcy. External debt (in whatever
way it is measured, short-term or long-term) has risen annually for many
years now, and in 1992 is pretty well double what it wasten yearsearlier.
Most of thisdebt is now well understood to be irrecoverable, and al that
staysin question is the manner in which 're-scheduling' takes place, this
being the verb for non-payment that is currently in fashion. There are
various waysin which this actual and prospective burden of external debt
can be calculated. 'Debt-service' isoneadf them. Thismeans, crudely put,
the proportion of the proceeds of exportswhich must be used to meet the
demandsof interest payment to external lendersbefore such proceeds can
be used for anything else. This proportion is thought to have stood at
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around fifteen percent in 1985, and iscertainly higher today, perhapsalot
higher. Even if no higher, this export of African wealth by way of debt-
serviceissuch that little or no capital remains behind for the purposes of
productive investment. So Africa is not only poor: in relation to the
industrialised countries, but alsoin relation toitsown past history, Africa
isgetting poorer at aspeed that ought to befound alarming by othersthan
the victims (who certainly find it alarming). There is no current perspec-
tive, whether in the statistical measures or any interpretation of those
measures, that thisrate df impoverishment can be decel erated.

Now it is possible to question this prospect even when accepting the
general veracity of thelogicin the statistics. Doomsday scenarios, we are
reasonably told, don't come true: the fruitfulness of life, as well as the
fragility of statistical measurement, standsawaysgallantlyintheway. This
may beso inthisAfrican case, and wewill come back to the possibility that
itisso. In any caseit needsto besaid that many official statistical measures
in this Africaare no more than propagandist artifacts. No one knows how
much Africa-producedfood, for example, comestomarket throughillegal
or 'paralld’ channels and never gets into anyone's statistics. We do not
know who eatsit, or how itispaidfor. The caseisgeneral. Aslongago as
1982-84 the United States Department of Commerce came to the conclu- -
sion, after wrestling in vain with the artifactual statistics of the West
African republicof Benin (formerly the French colony of Dahomey), that
some ninety percent of that republic's internal trade passed through
unrecordable channels®: and it is a fair estimate that this conclusion, if
somewhat higher than the probable average for other republics, was not
excessivelyso. Thestatisticsof most African nation-states, in other words,
reflectan overall situation wheretheorgansand agentsof the nation-statist
system no longer possess any significant measure of accountability. They
are not to be believed because they are not seriously intended to convey
belief.

Even when alowing for this deficiency - that the state no longer
commandsthe respect of the citizens, and is more often seen, in practice,
asbeing itself illegitimate- it still appears that Africagrowsquite rapidly
poorer in its capacity to satisfy the reasonable daily and even minimal
demands of large populations for the basic needs of life. Measurement,
onceagain, ismorethan difficult. There beingno officia welfaresystemin
most African situations, it would seem on the face of thingsthat rapidly
increasingratesof non-employment in African ‘urban areas' must indicate
a widespread condition of, or imminence of, sheer starvation. But some-
how or other, thisisseldom what isseen. Corpses are not being carted off
the streets of large African 'cities in anything like the numbers that the
statistics would lead you to assume: in thisway or in that, the 'urban’
masses manage to stay dive far more often than the officid figures must
lead you to think that they should. Petty crime, gang warfare, lineage
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solidarity among those not yet severely divorced from their rural origins,
and a host of ingenious escape routes from starvation appear, so far at
least, tosuffice. Civil society intermsaof aruledf law, of areasonable hope
of amelioration, of social obligation and mutual respect, may gotothewall
and in many cases has already reached the wall; but the surface ap-
pearancesof lifecan still mislead. Another sheaf of statisticsclaimsthat a
majority of Africans have a life expectancy at birth that hasincreased by
sometwelveyearsin recent times: from an estimated 37.8 yearsin 1950-55
t049.4 yearsin 1930-E5."

All too clearly, the stetistical evidenceisat least unsatisfactory. None-
theless the bulk of thisevidence hasto be accepted for want of any more
reliable measurement. Even when alowingfor the escape-routes provided
by smuggling, illegality of other kinds, and all therest, alarge fraction of
Africas peoples remains in dire and even hopeless poverty, and the
fraction isin al probability becoming annually higher rather than lower.
By al the official evidence, in any case, the politicsdof capitalism, in any
practical and applied sense, have entirely and even clamorously failed to
promote any general and often any particular development in and of
Africa’s socio-economicstructures. |t may be useful toinsistonthis, if only
because our Higher Journalism likesto tell usthat the policiesof capital-
ism, if only sufficiently applied, must aways prevail in the end. On that
view, Africa's current crisisof severeimpoverishment isonly another fait
divers, another unlucky pile-up on the freewaysof free enterprise such as
good policingand sensible behaviour will soon sort out. Only patience is
required. Theworkingsof freeenterprise may be hard to understand; they
infallibly succeed in the end. Now this note of cheerful optimism sounds
more or less clearly, if sometimes sous entendu, from al the great pro-
grammes and planificationsadf these recent years; and it has, no doubt, its
own historicist legitimacy. Britain did succeed in emerging from the mass
impoverishment of the 1840s by a process of holding on and plunging
ahead, and British capitalism, at any ratetill the 1900s, became a wonder
of theworld. If thiscould happen to Britain in the 19th century, surely it
can happen to Africainthe2ist?What doesthe prospect haveto say about
that?

ok ok

The answer could be argued theoretically, of course, but herein thisbrief
essay, whichwill avoid prophecy, | will consider it only in the caseof oneor
two actual examples. They can offer nomorethan provisional or indicative
answers but these, standing on factsrather than fantasiesof the statistical
sort, may still be useful. Thereisthe case, to begin with, of the republic of
Zaire, acountry (or supposedly acountry) whichoccupiesavery bigchunk
of the tropical zones, is rich in natural resources, contains a population
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perhapsannually increasingat arate of three percent, and hasadestiny for
al these reasonswhich cannot sensibly beseparated from thedestiny of the
rest of Africa, tropical or not. It will not be unreasonable to say that
whatever happensin Zaireisgoingto happen, or isalready happening, in
much of therest of the continent.

Zaire has been rather little noticed by the Higher Journalism, though
therecord in thisrespect islessdeficientin the USA than in Britain. This
British indifferenceto Zaire may be from mere bewilderment at complex-
ities that seem all too exotic and peculiar, or else, as | have argued in
another place, because the nation-state of Zaire, of what used to be the
Belgian Congo until 1960, isreally not there at all but isin truth amyth, a
mere verbal usage, an idea without an existential content.' Sincethe late
1960s, the country called Zaire has been run not by a state power in any
sense national by vocation or in origin, but by a presidential extended-
family network of self-appointed ‘authorities' and bureaucratic potentates,
small in their number but great in their capacity for greed. "The virtually
unlimited power of those at the top', on a recent and well qualified
judgment, 'has allowed them to plunder the natural richesadf their country
and to amassgreat fortunes.” Asearly as1976in thisdegradation, which
gtill continues in 1992 — a degradation reported by a wide variety of
competent observers - the archbishop of Kinshasa, the country's capital,
could affirm without denial that 'agonising situations' were now to hand:
situationsin which'the thirst for money transforms meninto ns. ..
and whoever holdsamorsel of authority or meansaof pressure, profitsfrom
thisto impose on people and exploit them." Meanwhile, although notin a
sense intended or foreseen by Marx and Engels, eventhisnotional statein
Zaire has been withering away. For in 1960 this enormous country
possessed 88,000 miles of motorable roads, enough to stretch a meagre
though valuableessential network over wide regions. But in 1985 the total
mileage of motorable roadway had dwindled to 12,000; and of these no
more than 1,400 were said, reliably, to be paved.

L ooked at with attention, thisstatein Zaireislittle morethan itscapital
of Kinshasa, haf a dozen biggish provincial towns together with zones of
mineral extraction and crop plantation in the hands of foreigners, plusan
army large but of dubiousloyalty and an airlineto carry the fortunate few
between these points of 'state power'. Beyond this'structure’, out therein
the bush, there is the limitless forest with its dissidents or rebels or,
whenever the army getsdown towork, itsvictims. I n these circumstances,
capital accumulation on behaf of any properly national project has been
impossibleoutside the realm of propaganda. Accumulation has meant the
building of private balancesin banks abroad, aswell as various means of
nourishing these deposits; and whileforeignentrepreneurs, perhaps need-
lesstosay, canand do operate withinthis'structure', they doitwithanever
more prudent hand. Asfor the statisticsof thisstate in Zaire, these reach
an artifactual nature of a positively dreamlike quality.
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Soit would seem, on the face of it, that capitalism's cheerful optimism
can have no place here. Again, though, thereis more to be said. Human
ingenuity being what it is, Zaire begins to possess what some recent
observers suggest must be the beginningsof a potentially and perhaps
eventually dominant bourgeoisieby meansof a'second' or illicit economy
of trade, and even o production, which has arisen from the futility and
venality of the official,legal and 'first' economy. Necessity here, it would
seem, has been operating asthe mother of what isclearly agreat deal of
shrewd invention. Faced with the piracy of those who command state
power, 'rural and urban dwellers devise strategies to survive Zaire's
stringent conditions: urbanites who cannot live on their wages organise
supplies of foodstuffs from rural areas, sending kerosene, salt, soap,
cooking oil and other items that are unobtainable or unaffordablein rural
areas to kin who send them manioc, rice, plantains, beans and other
staplesin exchange." Janet McGaffey, to whom principally we owe these
enlightenments, calls this manifold withdrawal from any attempt to live
and behave as the state officialy supposes that people must and do a
'disengagement from thestate’; but also, sincethisdisengagement permits
some escape from statist piracies - at a price in various bribes and
conjurings — she seesit asatrend 'significant of classformation, because
someof itsactivitiesallow considerable accumulation’. At thesametime,
'for some rural and urban workers the activitiesof this (*'second™) econ-
omy provideafavourable alternative towagel abour and thusthe meansto
avoidproletarianisation.” A 'new class thusarises; and'this new classisthe
beginning of a true economic bourgeoisie, as yet small and with an
undetermined future." Only abolishtheworst coercionsand perversionsof
the Zairist dictatorship, operative now over nearly thirty years, and the
potential for growth of this 'new class should become multiple and
dynamic.

Comparable bourgeois 'emergences could be easily displayed in a
number of African countries, Nigeria and Kenya being the obvious
examples south of the Sahara Desert. | do not know how many sterling
millionairesthere may bein those two countries — or other millionairesin
other countries north of the Desert - but they are not few and they are
becoming more, while a post-apartheid capitalism in South Africa will
surely enlarge the same contrasts between private fortunes and public
squalors. Yetit barely needsarguing, | imagine, that these phenomenaare
by no means necessarily those that confirm the development of a class
system able to produce and guarantee arespectable bourgeoisfuture. If it
could so guarantee, then one must have expected the economies of Latin
America, long since, to have advanced from political tyrannies of the
Zairian sort to the sunny uplands of Westminsterial tolerance and virtue.
PaceMcGaffey, whoseoptimism | admire but cannot share, the pincersof
theactual and existingeconomicorder seem all too certain to nip any such
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useful development inthe bud. A New Economic Order, very true, might
quickly change this perspective by reforminginternational termsof trade
and other such mechanisms. But as matters stand now the subordinate
naturedf theseex-colonia (or ‘neo-colonial’ in a much used term) systems
of exchange hasensured that the transfer of real wealth to ex-imperial (or
'neo-imperial’) economiesin North Americaand Europe has continued,
and still continues, no matter what depths of impoverishment thereby
ensue.

It would therefore seem more likely that these ex-colonia economies
have cometoo lateto thefeast: in oneor other degree of failure, they will
not be able to climb the stages of growth to the blessedlevel of high mass
consumption, or anything likeit. Thisseemsto bewherewe'are at' today.
And even if a prolonged study were to expose this conclusion as an
unjustified pessimism, it would still be the case that thisis almost surely
how avast mgjority of theseimpoverished populationsseeand understand
their situation and their future. If thisistrue, asthe bulk of the available
evidence undoubtedly agrees, then the grim paradox of our timesis that
thelegacy of capitalist successin developed economiesiswhat hasbecome
fatal to any such successin those that are not developed. It isa paradox,
moreover, from which there isso far no known means of escape.

L ]

Socialism promised to provide an escape. Under whatever glossor label,
this promiseof ameansof escapefrom capitalist failureiswhat hastypified
the operative meaning of socialism to its African adherents, devotees or
militants. Push aside quantities of verbiage, and you will invariably find
that the dynamic attractions of the idea of socialism - of this or of that
socialism, whether utopian or scientificor whatever, whether intellectually
coherent or merely the waffle of demagogues — have consisted in their
demonstration of standingfor thereverseof whatever hasbeen understood
by the consequences of capitalism; and on this, of course, the world is
nowhere near the point at which thelast relevant word hasbeen said. Nor
do | think for a moment, all recent history notwithstanding, that the
achievementsof revolutionary movementsof anti-colonial insurrection — |
amthinking heredf Africa, although thesame may betrueel sewhere—can
be written down asfailures. In the Portuguese African colonies, so often
cited, these movementsreached their objectives, more often than not and
against huge obstructions, with a remarkable degree of moral solidity and
intellectual coherence. Only then — and especially after 1977 - were they
denied, turned back and eventualy ruined. Partly by their Marxism-
Leninism imported from a Stalinist Moscow, reinforcing bureaucratic
centralism against the participatory politics of the liberation war. And
partly, after 1978, by the armed banditries invented and inserted and
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fuelled by the apartheid regimein South Africawith more or lessenthusi-
astic American support and finance.

Could it have been otherwise without these 'East-West' interventions?
Thereis much to suggest that it could have been otherwise: but in other
international circumstances. That discussion would be out of place here.
What we have is that none of the socialist routes of escape has proved
viable: thecapitalist failureisaccompanied by asocialistfailure. It may be
said that thisfailureof the'capitalist model' has been far greater and more
clamorousthanthefailureof the'socialist model’, for the'capitalist model'
hasbeen far more often and persistently tried and hashad the benefit of an
enormously greater quantity of external finance and advice. But thisis
meagre comfort. Thesocialist project hasfailed at amost all levels. Yet |
should liketoinsist upon thefailureof the'capitalist model' - thinking still
about Africa - because the policiesof capitalism are till put forward as
though they at any rate have not failed. There seemslittle danger that the
Soviet model, or anything likeit, will ever betried again. But the standard
Western model isstill in high fashion, and is paraded now as though its
credentials and creditswere really beyond sensible criticism. And | point
thisout here not assomekind of last-ditchsocialistalibi but becausethose
credentials and credits are so very few and feeble.

Consider only the remedies advised for the salvation of countries
subjected to one-party rule or to the no-party dictatorship for which one-
party rule hasgenerally prepared theway. Africacan show adismal string
of such countries. For them the advised remedies consist of organising a
system of many parties. And no doubt there is everything to be said for
political competition in the matter of ideas, objectives, persons and
methods. But what will prove effective in class-structured countries of
‘actually existing capitalism' may still prove nothing of the kind in coun-
tries without crystallised class structures and a corresponding economic
system.

The African examples are many and various, if now conveniently
forgotten. In 1960 — but the example could be easily repeated — the
Somalian colonies became independent (and largely united) under a
parliamentary dispensation of admirable ingenuity. Several political par-
tieswerein attendanceat thisbirth, and the most influential of them had an
undeniably representative quality. But few years passed beforeit became
abundantly clear that thismulti-party systemwasdeepintrouble. Andthe
reason for trouble was only in small degree a question of human frailty.
Corruption and perversion camein becausethe multi-party systemcould
not bein practicewhat it claimed to be in theory. The reason for thiswas
not aweaknessin constitutional drafting. Thereason wasthat the Somalis,
asa peopleand political culture, werenot structured on class-divisvelines
but on clan-divisivelines. Thisled straight into clan and sub-clan clientel-
ism. By 1968, with clientelismrun riot, Somalishad achieved nofewer than
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62 parliamentary parties(read: groupsfor dividingup thespoilsof power)
for an electoratefar smaller than Somdias 3 million people; and such was
the uproar and corruption that a military coup d’état was carried out in
1969 without a shot beingfired. And today, in the wake of fresh disasters
essentially of the same clan-structured origin, Somaliahasceased to be a
statein any practical sense.

Thisistheclientelist bankruptcy that receivesitscomplete confirmation,
if onewerestill needed, inthe Zai rewhosemiserieswehavealready briefly
inspected. With the ferocious but inept Mobutist dictatorship near col-
lapse in 1990, a return to multi-party democracy was proclaimed; and by
1991 Zaire enjoyed the blessingsdf . . . yes, no fewer than 230 politica
parties®. So it has come about that the nation-statist frameworks of the
capitalist model - the model installed at decolonisation, but in this respect
no differently from the socialist model — have produced a pair of harsh
aternatives; and it iswith these alternatives that Africas political fateis
now challenged. What has happened isthis: either there hasbeen astrong
centralised state, buttressed by an overweening army and an abundant
police force, and this strong state, having no roots in any broad public
participation, falls under bureaucratic and then personal dictatorship: at
which point the Zairian misery is reached. Or there has been a weak
centralised state and this, for essentially the same reasonsin lack of public
legitimacy, becomes the victim of 'multi-party’ clientelism - Europeans
havelikedtocall it'African tribalism' — at which point another dictatorship
duly awaits. It can be said that this degradation was encouraged in the
Soviet-stylecases— Ethiopia's under the Mengistudictatorshipisprobably
the most obvious among them - because thiswaswhat dominant actorsin
Moscow thought would best suit them. But isthereanyonetoimaginethat
the Mobutist dictatorship in Zaire could have been installed, and could
then have survived for more than a quarter of a century, unlessthis had
suited the interests of dominant actorsin the West?

In terms of current perspectivesall this belongsto the failure of post-
colonial politics. Much more could be said to the same effect: in today's
ideological void, when oneor other grim alternative still awaits, thefailure
becomes ever more flagrant. Of course we hear it said that this failure
comes from African incompetence, irresponsibility, or sheer ignorance.
There have been plenty of all three. But | suspect that history will award
the greatest and most damaging incompetence to a little mentioned
source: to the readiness o African intellectuas, whether in publiclifeor
not, to listen obediently to whatever adviceor guidancethat arrivesfrom
outside Africa. One can't but notice that every great plan of reviva or
'restructuring’ evolved by thisor that portentous agency in the devel oped
world, time after timefor year after year, hasbeen greeted with respect by
African authorities, and not seldom with subservience, before being
applied with attitudes of rigid discipline. The West has known best; for
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some, even the East has known best. In any case Africa itself has not
known best. And sowearriveat continental immiserationon ascalenever
known before.

Lately, the connection has been noted. If the think-tanks and aid
industrieshaveso regularly got it wrong-that they haveso repeatedly had
to contradict each other — perhaps Africansin Africamay after al be able
to get it right, or at least lesswrong? The question has been asked: The
answersthusfar remain partial and tentative. But they till strike notesthat
are new.

The problem is at any rate clear. It isto mark out and begin to follow a
pathway round thetwo alternatives, each of which dependsin onesenseor
another upon a non-representative centralism: soastoreachaconditionin
which the state regains its historical accountability. Regains: this needs
emphasis. For the pre-colonial state in Africa, whenever successful in its
stability and capacity for self-devel opment, possessed accountability, en-
joyed legitimacy, deployed a representative quality. These achievements
were reached by a multiplicity of structures, compensatory mechanisms,
and practical compromises of a style and nature no longer possible or
desirable in the world of today.* But the principle of that success hasn't
thereforechanged. Tofind apathway round thetwinalternativesof failure,
the politicsof success hasto be a politicsarising from the arenas of mass
debate. Which means, in practice and result, arising from local decision.

Thirty yearsago and|ess, thiswaswhat thinkersin themould of Amilcar
Cabral and the few otherslike him argued in their time and place. They
argued for 'people's participation’ in the processof politics, for particip-
agdo popular, as the high road to state legitimacy. But few listened, few
took them serioudly: the guiding voice from outside, then, was either
Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism,or elseit sang the charms of bountiful Free
Enterprise; and one or other form of non-participation followed. But
today it begins to be different. In one way or another and a variety of
languages, the casefor 'people's participation' (however defined) iswhat
today's really interesting African thinkersargue among themselvesand to
whomever else will listen.

‘No one now disputes the centrality of popular participation and the
human factor asthe only viable developmental paradigm for Africa™ isa
statement that carries a very solid weight in its context, for its maker,
Adebayo Adedeji, has a staunchly deserved reputation for penetrating
insight and integrity of judgment. For severa yearswhen he was recently
secretary-general of the UN Economic Commission for Africa, he has
used hisconsiderable reputation to reinforcethe politicsof representative
democracy; and in this respect, among African intellectuals, he has been
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by no means alone. | could fill this essay with comparable gquotes, and
anyonewho closaly followsthe African political scene could do the same.
The 'centrality of popular participation' — the need for it, the means of
achieving it - is what, these many voices say, can save the state from
clientalismon one side and dictatorship on the other.

That 'no one now disputes thiscentrality isof course a huge exaggera
tion. All sortsdf interested personsdisputeit: theclientelist politiciansand
their bureaucratic hangers-on, the 'strong men' and their subordinate
killers, many hopeful membersaf extended familiesdown tothethird and
fourth gemeration, al these and many more dispute the centrality of
participation asameans of government. Any number of elected commit-
tees bent on making participation work will find themselves packed with
energetic persons bent on preventing any suchthing. Nodoubt; the known
cases are many and will certainly be more. It remains that displacing
centralised force and fraud bv decentralised structures of discussion and
decision is the only programme now available that winswidening respect
and commands Sserious purpose.

Considered broadly, this trend of thought — already to some extent a
trend of action, too-isstill at an early stagedf itsdevelopment. A listingof
relevant 'cases would mention initiativesin perhapsa dozen countries: in
Uganda since the advent of Musaveni, in Ghana since the recent years
under Rawlings, in Nigeriaat various moments over the past dozen years
but especially over thelast four or fivewith Babangida presiding, now and
then elsawhere. The heritage of Cabral and his kind has also found
impressivelegatees, moreover, in what may now perhaps be reckoned as
the most successful of al the anti-colonial movementsaof armed struggle:
the Eritrean Peopl€e's Liberation Front which fought its way to power in
Eritreaagainst truly overwhelming military oddsin 1990 and then, though
till unnoticed by the world at large, presented the world with a consum-
mately skilful political dénouement. For instead of simply declaring astate
and taking possession of it, there being no longer any force anywhere to
prevent them from doing this, 1sseyasAfeworki and hiscolleaguesdid not
do this. They remained loyal to their wartime politics of participation.
They would declare the independence of Eritrea and thefoundation of an
Eritrean state in two years time when things had settled down, when
representative parties could be formed, when elections by universal suf-
fragecould be held under aconstitutional ruledf law: electionsin advance
of whichthe EPLF, thevictoriousfront of liberation, would havedeclared
itself dissolved. When, in short, participatory politicsfreed from the many
constraints of the war could begin to enjoy afree run.

More widdly in the vast region of the Horn of Africa, the case of post-
Mengistu Ethiopia provides another scene of relevant evidence.-The
winners here, chiefly but not solely the Tigray Peopl€'s Liberation Front,
passed at once to declarations of a similar intent. The very difficult and
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complex'nationalities question' in Ethiopia, bitter fruit of theoldimperial
dictatorship and its many years of gross discrimination in favour of the
ruling Amhara, would be solved by policiesof decentralisation to auto-
nomous assemblies and executives; and by the end of 1991, with the
process still underway, it could at least be said with confidencethat these
policieswerebeginningtowork. 'Submerged' or ‘forbidden' nationdlities,
to use the language of the old Austro-Hungarian Empire, have aready
found themselveswelcomed to the light of legality and recognition, and,
while blinkingsomewhat in half-disbelievingsurprise, havebegunto make
their voices heard. And all this has been done, let it be added, in the
absence of any mandatory advice or guidance from the outside world,
including, crucialy, the USA and the USSR. It is a combination of
circumstancesthat merits thought.

We shall see. | have heard it argued, for example, that policies of
consistent devolution of powers'to the periphery’ - tothe 'grassroots, in
another familiar usage - will mean endless fisson and secession into
unworkable groups, tribes, nationalities, nations, even nation-states. Cer-
tainly, consistent devolution may threaten administrative efficiency. But
againstthisthere may betwothingsto besaid. Thefirstis2that somelossof
statist efficiency is probably part of the price, at the position we have
reached now, that Africawill have to pay for the revival of civil society,
athough this price may well be alot lessin practice than may be feared.
The second, more important, is that nationalism in Africa - as distinct
from clientelism masguerading as nationalism, which iswhat we so often
have today — isnot in itself a potent force. Itsroots are often shallow, its
rhetoricweak, itsattraction powerful only whenapeople'swelfareisfelt to
be denied or repressed. In alarge sense African nationalism has been the
child of colonialism: remove the hand of repression and the evidence
suggests, more often than not, that trans-ethnic co-operation, even trans-
ethnic fusion, ceases to be difficult.

A simple historical comparison can make the point. Forty years ago,
early in the process of formal decolonisation, widespread movements of
anti-colonial nationalism in East and West Africa declared for pro-
grammes of federalising unification: so that, for example, fourteen colo-
niesof Franceshould becometwofederalised unionsand not, asParisthen
insisted and as what befell, fourteen nation-states, and something of the
same kind came under discussion among the nationalistsof (then) British
East Africa. None of these initiatives won any tolerance in London or
Paris. Butin 1975, wrestlingwiththeearly yearsof the nation-state disaster
and again pressing ideas of their own, the leading nationalists of sixteen
West African states declared themselvesin favour of forming a unified
‘economic community’, since when they have proceeded somewhat fur-
ther. If little has so far been achieved, the objective is till there and has
been lately reaffirmedin aformal treaty.
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It may gowithout sayingthat al sucheffortsto break out of stagnation or
regressiontake placein aworld moresurely dominated than ever before by
powerful systemsof trans-national capitalismin the devel oped world; and
noonein Africatoday, sofar asl know, questionstheir continued mastery
o theinternational scene. But what isbeginningto bewidely questioned, |
think, is the automatic assumption that what is good for the developed
world can necessarily be good for - in this case - the African world. No
doubt policies of political devolution - participatory policies — will be
applied within market economies, within capitalist economies of some
kind or other. But the actua nature and functioning of those economies,
and who commands them and how they are to be commanded and
promoted, remain questionstowhich thereare asyet no clear and obvious
answers. An impressive essay in last year's Sxiadist Register posed the
question, for Hungary but also more widely for Eastern Europe, of what
kind of capitalist economiescan be built without capitalist classes; and the
guestion remains open for Africa as well.”* In much of Africa the basic
policy of the past thirty yearshas been to usesurplusextracted from rural
economiesin order to industrialise urban economies, and the policiesof
devolution are now aimed precisely at rectifyingthe excessive and even
recklesswaysin which this policy has been applied. If thismeans'dowing
down development’, so much the better, for 'rapid development’, more
often than not, has meant no development. What African thinkers seem
now to be working towardsis a system within which market economies
work for those who serve and usethem, locally and now, havingregard to
their own capacities and needs. How far the developed world of multi-
national concentrations of power will bring itself to tolerate this devolu-
tionary politicsaf participation, anditsdemocraticimplications,isanother
guestion to which, at present, we do not have an answer.
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