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Preface

In this Discussion Paper Colin Leys and Mahmood Mamdani, two leading schal
ars on Third World problems address the international crisis of deve10pment and
African attempts at reconstruction. The lectures were originally he1d on April 22,
1997 at Uppsala University, on the occasion of the sixtieth birthday of Lars
Rudebeck, Scandinavian pioneer within multi-disciplinary oriented studies of
politics and deve1opment.

We wish to extend our gratitude to the authors for giving us the opportunity to
make these interesting lectures available to a wider readership.

Karl Eric Ericson
Publishing Department
The Nordic Africa Institute





Development Theory and Africa's Future

Colin Leys

Development theory and Africa's past

It has become commonplace to say that development theory is in crisis, at an
impasse, that it has failed either to predict what has actually happened to the
former Third World, or to offer any useful guide for the future. I disagree. I am
not saying that development theory has asked all the right questions, let alone
that all the answers it has produced are correct, or that it has foreseen everything
that has occurred; but in my view by the late 1970s deve10pment theory had
arrived at a fairly good general analysis of the deve1opment, or lack of develop
ment, that had been taking place in Africa up till then. Let me explain very briefiy
what I mean by this.

Deve10pment theory began as positivist economic growth theory applied to the
colonies and ex-colonies in the post-war Bretton Woods era of international
controi over capital movements and national macro-economic planning: the work
of economists such as Harrod and Domar, Arthur Lewis, Nurkse, Mahalanobis,
Singer. It then evolved, over three decades, into something much more holistic,
historical, and reflexive (self-aware and se1f-critical). 1t did this through a classi
cally dialectical process.

The chief "moments" of this dialectic were first, the ("paleo-")institutional
economics of Myrdal, Seers and Streeten, who tried to broaden the scope of the
theory to include the dimension of politics and the state; then the American mod
ernisation school of Almond, Verba, Coleman, Apter, Shils, Pye, McLelland and
Riggs, who tried to broaden the theory still further to include social and culturai
dimensions; then the dependency and underdevelopment theorists, from Prebisch
and Baran to Frank and Cardoso, who retained the holistic perspective of the
modernisers, but challenged its ahistorical character and reversed its causality
seeing the ultimate source of the problem in the first world, not the third. Finally
there came the classical marxists, from Amin, Kay and Warren to Banaji, Cowen,
Beckman and Kitching, who in turn challenged the structuralism and the implicit
populism of much dependency theory, and placed the problem insistentiy in a
global political context.

By this point-by the late 1970s-1 would argue that development theory had
built up the concepts and research data for a quite persuasive understanding of
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the structure and dynamics of the development problem. Each of these conflicting
schools of thought-even the market-oriented critique of Lal and Bauer and Little
-had something to contribute, and between them, and through their mutual
criticism, they yielded a rich body of increasingly sophisticated theory. We had a
reasonably good picture of the historical evolution of capitaIism on a global scale
in the twentieth century, how Third World countries had participated-or been
made to participate-in this process, how far their situations were similar and
how far they differed, and what options they had for influencing the direction of
their own development as a result. We also had, in my view, the elements of a
good understanding of what was to come next.

Development theory and Africa's present

But it was just at this point that another dialectic reasserted itself-the famous
"double movement" of Karl Polanyi. Like Marx, Polanyi saw unrestrained capital
accumulation as destructive-as dissolving social life, ending in wars, famines and
desolation. But unlike Marx, he thought there was a built-in historical tendency
of societies periodically to re-regulate market forces, whenever they escaped social
contro!' This was his "double movement"-on the one hand the impulse of
capital to free itself from all political control, and operate in an unregulated, or
so-called "self-regulating" market; and on the other hand, the impulse of people
to protect themselves and their societies from the destructive effects of the market
on their lives.

This double movement, Polanyi argued, had operated in a series of alternating
swings-first, the expansion of capital from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nine
teenth century, then a process of political regulation from the mid-nineteenth
century down to the first world war; then a second phase of deregulation,
culminating in the depression of the 1930s and the second world war, followed
by a second phase of political regulation by social democracy and the Keynesian
Welfare State. In 1944, when he formulated this analysis, Polanyi thought the
lesson had been learned for ever. But as we now know, he was wrong. In the mid
1970s capital embarked on a third attempt to overthrow political regulation-its
successful drive for "globalisation".

This was a real "counter-revolution" (as John Toye called it) against the domic

nant social-democratic culture and values of the post-war era.1 And for African
countries, in particular, which had accumulated huge foreign debts in the late
1970s, it meant being forced to accept Structural Adjustment-economic
deregulation, "rolling back" the state (spending cuts and privatisations), drastic
devaluations; in effect they were told to give up seeing development as something
to be planned and implemented by their national governments. They were now
told that "what the poorer countries need to overcome their economic back
wardness is to embrace the market... the question of development strategy no

l John Toye, Dilemmas of Developme11t: Reflectiolls 011 the COllllter-revollltioll iII Devel01Jmellt
Ecollomics (Oxford: BlackweIl, second edition 1993).
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longer seems to arise. The issue of how development should proceed ... has been
settled. "2

Thus just when development theory had arrived at a certain maturity
imperfect, yes, and by a circuitous route, but as a result rich and in many ways
effective-the rug was pulled from under it: its whole raison d'etre-to provide
national governments with strategic thinking for advancing the collective good
was ruled counter-productive and, in effect, banned.

The reaction of development theory practitioners was, on the whole, culpably
supine. A distressingly large number of them seemed to lack confidence in their
own collective accomplishment. Instead of recognising what was happening as a
political assault on the ideal of development itse1f, many of them accepted that
there was something wrong with their theory. Inside the so-called "development
community" (or what Ferguson unkindly, but not altogether unfair1y, caIls the
"development industry") many have taken refuge in eclecticism;3 the theorist
resorts to picking and choosing ideas from contradictory currents in the accu
mulated corpus of theory, in order to rationalise his or her continued parti
cipation in the industry.

Others opted for rationai choice-based theory. This permits one to reduce the
rich socio-economic and political ontology of development theory, built up over
three decades, to a simple matrix of agents and principals and goods and costs.
This is supposed to make development theory compatible with the master theory
of neo-classical economics. For a political scientist or sociologist working on
development, it is reminiscent of the behaviour of the beaver, as described in a
mediaeval bestiary: when threatened by an enerny, it bites off its own testicles.

Another response-and a common one in north America, at least-has been to
abandon the whole idea of development in favour of post-modernism,
substituting the study of texts, the relations between words, for the study of
causes and effects, the relations between people and things. And yet another has
been to keep development but abandon theory, in favour of a sort of hyper
empiricism, a worship of "field-work" as an end in itself, with the celebration of
complexity tending to take the place of its analysis.

What all these responses share is an avoidance of the central issue: has the
making of history, in the sense of conscious, collective efforts to shape our col
lective destinies, really come to an end? Can we do nothing but adapt every
thing-individual behaviour, family life, social values, religion, national senti
ment, state institutions-to market forces? Is this, whether or not it is rationai or
sustainable-as William Greider neatly puts it in the title of his latest book: One
World, Ready or Not-is this really the only thing left for us to do?4

For me, at any rate, the whole point of development theory consists in rejecting
the idea that we can do nothing but accept the fate to which the power of the
wealthy destines us (for that is what the globalisation project essentially means);

2 Claude Ake, Democraey and Development in Africa (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution,
1996) pp. 92-93.

3 See James Ferguson, The Anti·Polities Maehine: "Development", Depolitieization, and BI/real/cratie
Power in Lesotho (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).

4 William Greider, One World, Ready or Not: The Manie Logie of Global Capitaiism (New York:
Simon and Shuster, 1997).
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and whenever I am in danger of forgetting this-which does happen from time to
time, since it is so much easier just to accept that resistance is a waste of time
that it is just "spitting in the wind", as Keith Griffin once tald me-when this
happens what gets in the way is the image of Lars Rudebeck walking through the
bush of Guinea-Bissau with the PAIGC combatants.5 His example reminds me
what all these deformations professionelles-eclecticism, rationaI choice reduc
tionism, the flight from the real, and so on-really are; they are, as Gramsci said,
"morbid symptoms" of a theoretical period in which the old is dying, and the
new is not yet bom. What is dying is the illusion that development can be thought
of as a process whereby poor national economies will be enabled to "catch-up"
with the output and consumption of rich ones. What has not yet been bom is a
new context in which people can once again see how to take controI of their own
collective destinies.

Beyond "Afro-pessimism"

People sometimes try to minimise the seriousness of Africa's medium-run pro
spects in the attempt to avoid "Afro-pessimism". To my mind this is not
objective. (And when it is part of neo-liberal propaganda, it is simply dishonest.
For instance, in a recent news release Mozambique's economy was said to have
grown at over 5 per cent per annum since the IMF and the World Bank started
running it on neo-liberal principles. But if you first starve an economy of external
financing and then ruin it by terrorism, and then call off the terrorists and pour in
aid, you will get rapid growth rates for a while from a baseline near zero regard
less of what policies you pursue.)

We must not confuse pessimism with facing up to the facts. It is a fact that for
the time being, the framework will continue to be set by the IMF and the World
Bank, and in the Bank's most optimistic projections, for much of Africa things
will get worse not better. In the words of Israt Husain, a Word Bank official who
seems less ideological than most:

Even after successfully implementing most of the broad elements of this agenda [i.e. the
Bank's reforms] per capita incomes in sub-Saharan Africa will grow by at best 1-2 per
cent and the incidence of poverty will still rise both in absolute and relative terms.
Dependence on foreign assistance will continue unabated. There should be no illusions.
The choice is either to work hard and steadily and ensure that at least these modest
gains are realised or to abandon this continent of over 500 million people to live in
misery and impoverishment and allow many more Somalias to surface.6

But of course three years later the continent already has doser to 600 million
people; by the year 2030 there will be about 1.5 billion. According to the UNDP

5 I am referring to the following c!assic understatement in Lars Rudebeck's c!assic study, Guinea
Bissal/. A Study of Politica/ Mobi/izati01l (Uppsala, The Scandinavian Institute of African Studies,
1974), p. 118, conducted during the height of the anti-colonial war: "The group [of combatantsl to
which the author belonged spent the following day marching about fifty kilometres to a place in the
neighbouring sector".

6 Israt Husain, "Structural Adjustment and the Long-term Developmem of Sub-Saharan Africa", in
R. Van der Hoeven and Fred Van der Kraaij (eds.), Stmctl/ra/ Adjl/stlllellt a1ld Beyo1ld iII SI/b-Saharall
Africa (The Hague/London: Ministry of Foreign Affairs/James Currey, 1994), p. 170 (italics added).
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only four African countries-Botswana, Cape Verde, Lesotho and Uganda-have
higher per capita incomes now than ever before. In twenty African countries per
capita incomes are still below the level they had reached in 1970. In another nine
they are below the level reached in the 1950s. It remains to be seen how far the
already fragile basis for economic life can survive under these pressures, rather
than disintegrating into more Somalias-or Liberias, Rwandas, Angolas or
Zaires. History gives little guidance as to what to expect. Have there been any
countries in the past with population densities of the kind already foreseeable in
sub-Saharan Africa, combined with comparably low levels of productivity and
output per head, comparable degrees of ethnic and linguistic diversity, and a
comparable lack of strong centralised states? Not to mention the debt peonage,
the new form of slavery, in which the so-called donors now hold the sub
continent.

Various caveats are in order at this point. One is that markets can be highly
dynamic, producing dramatic changes. For instance in Uganda between 1970 and
1989, under the Amin and Obote II dictatorships, national income fell by an
estimated 83 per cent. Yet by 1996, seven years later, it was believed to have
recovered to weIl above its 1970 leve!. It is possible that some small African
economies could grow fast, perhaps on the pattern of Mauritius, a tiny Indian
ocean island (which the World Bank likes to pretend is actually in Africa). These
would indeed be significant as examples to others. However the prospects of this
happening soon in the three key major sub-Saharan economies of Nigeria, Zaire
and Angola are not very great; and without them, the region's overall devel
opment is bound to remain seriously fettered.

Or there could be a significant change in the global economic order. This is the
hope of Ricardo Petrella and the Group of Lisbon-that there will be new world
trading and investment system, regulated in the interests of stability and equity,
thanks to the efforts of the rich country's "enlightened elites" .7 This would be
nice; but what the OECD are actually planning is not a new regime of regulation
but a new and much more far-reaching regime of de-regulation, in the shape of
the proposed new Multilateral Agreement on Investment.8

But even on optimistic assumptions it is hard to imagine a steady 4-5 per cent
average annual expansion of output in most of sub-Saharan Africa over the next
thirty years, such as would be necessary to raise average per capita incomes 1-2
per cent a year; and even this implies a build-up, meantime, of absolute poverty,
rural and urban, on a truly monstrous scale-a pool of several hundred millions
of marginalised, unproductive, people-truly "de-linked", in the Group of
Lisbon's sense of that word. How to prevent this-how to stop these regions from
becoming zones of endemic and epidemic disease, crime, the drug industry and
armed conflict, of the kind Robert Kaplan portrayed in his notorious Atlantic
Monthly article, "The Coming Anarchy"-is the real challenge of African
development now.

In referring to Robert Kaplan I am deliberately posing the question of how my
sketch of Africa's development problem differs from his kind of unanalysed,

7 The Group of Lisbon, Limits to Competition (Cambridge, Mass., and London, England: The MIT
Press, 1995).

8 George Monbiot, "A charter to Jet loose the multinationals" , Guardian 15 April 1997.
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faintly racist doom-mongering; in what sense am I not an "Afro-pessimist"? Let
me try to answer this by referring to Gramsci's famous aphorism, pessimism of
the intelligence, optimism of the will. This does not mean keeping up one's spirits
by false hopes. It means confronting the difficulties honestly; but it also means
analysing their causes, trying to grasp their dynamics, and constantly looking for
ways through them, using the best theoretical tools we have.

This point was very neatly illustrated for me by the reaction of some British
journalists to the death earlier this year in China of Deng Shao Ping. Several of
them expressed their puzzlement at the contrast between the relative indifference
the Chinese people seemed to feel at the passing of Deng, who had given them
television, compared with the real grief they had felt at the death of Mao, who,
they noted, had put the Chinese people through the miseries of the Great Leap
Forward and the Cultura l Revolution. These journalists had short historical
memories: and it is a fair bet that none of them had ever read Mao's writings
from the Yenan period. If they had, they might have been less puzzled. Mao was
not a remarkable theoretician, yet after the Long March, boxed into a remote
corner of northwest China, when all the odds seemed stacked against the
Communists' survival, let alone victory, Mao consistently worked to analyse the
situation in terms of all the factors that could be exploited to turn the tide in their
favour-even though he was more aware than anyone of how serious the
immediate danger was. And he was proved right in his analysis and the strategy
he based on it. When he died, what people remembered was not the autocratic
illusions and misrule of his later years but what his optimism of the will had
saved China from in that heroic earlier period, that decisive moment in their
collective self-definition as a people, and they mourned him for that.

Africans have also already made some Long Marches-the long marches of the
ANC in South Africa, the PAIGC in Guinea Bissau, the EPLF in Eritrea, to
mention only a few-that show this same optimism of the will, the same deter
mination in face of what initially looked like impossible odds. And it is in that
spirit-a world-changing, spirit, a revolutionary spirit in the original and best
sense of the word-that Africans will surely also confront the problem of devel
opment in the coming century. But will development theory then have anything to
offer them?

Development Theory and Africa's Future

The answer has to be yes: it will have a lot to offer. Of course I do not pretend to
be able to see just how. All I can do is suggest some considerations that give some
grounds for optimism-for optimism of the will.

Speaking generally, we are living through a moment of unprecedented
capitalist power, following its triumph over Soviet communism. But everything
moves in contradictions, and just when it seems most unchallengeable capitaiism
is, I think, entering on a new period in which it will again be increasingly
challenged, and ultimately superseded.
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(l) There is, first, the fact that capitaiism is unquestionably coming up against the
limits set by the environment. The scientific community is increasingly united in
this respect. A recent paper by Juliet Schor sums it up well:

The last half century of rapid economic growth has been the most environmentally
destructive in human history ... We are already far beyond the carrying capacity of the
biosphere, as problems of air pollution and global warming, ozone depletion,
contamination of groundwater, ocean pollution, soil degradation, toxic chemicals and
deforestation continlle. Already global warming is having devastating effects in tropical
regions ... A majority of the world's Nobellaureates issued a warning to humanity, that
the environment is sllffering critical stress, and that much of today's damage is revers
ible only on a scale of centuries or not at all. They believe that no more than one or at
most a few decades remain to avert the threats we now confront, threats which render
the prospects for humanity immeasurably diminished. The alternative is vast human

misery and natural disaster.9

One way of putting this would be to say that the central contradiction of
capitalism-the socialisation of production and the anarchy of the market-is
now being manifested, not only in the immiseration of working people-above all
in the third world-but also in the actual destruction of the biosphere. The
contradiction has already forced itself on public attention in the industrialised
countries-the recent U-tum in British government transport policy, away from
road-building and back towards public transport is a notable instance-and is
bound to put in question the consumerist ideology on which capitaiist growth
depends, and the inequality that deregulated capitaiism produces (which is closely
associated with the level of environmental destruction and the levels of morbidity
it generates).10

At some point in the next three or four decades, therefore, a critical point in
capitalist history seems likely to be reached. The growth of material consumption
will be slowed down, if not eventually halted. This has potentially critical impli
cations for the logic capitaiism and for politics in industrialised countries. It will
also mean giving up the pretence that OECD consumption patterns are attainable
by the rest of the world. "Catching up" will cease to be a believable goal. The
political implications of this are not unambiguous for underdeveloped countries.
A new rhetoric will be deployed to romanticise poverty. But it will be a
destabilising moment all the same. There will be opportunities for the
underdeveloped countries in the discrediting of the existing developmental
rhetoric and the interests it serves.

(2) There will be a serious revival of concern in the "North" over the social costs
of deregulated capitaiist accumulation. Polanyi's double movement will reassert
itself. The split in Latin American society described by the Brazilian sociologist
Atiiio Boron is already becoming true in the USA and is developing rapidly in
Britain: " ... the bourgeoisie-and its allied social groups and classes-and the

9 Juliet Schor, "Beyond Work and Spend", paper presented to the conference on "New Strategies for
Everyday Life: Work, Free Time and Consumption", at Tilburg University, December 1996, pp. 18
19.
10 Bob Sutcliffe, "Development After Ecology", in V. Bhaskar and A. Glyn (eds.), The North, the
SOllth al/d the El/lJirol/lllent (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1995); R. Wilkinson, Unhealthy Societies:
The Afflictions of lnequaliry (London: Routledge, 1996).
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masses living in appalling poverty belong to two entirely different social univer
ses ... dual societies in which people coexist only in an illusory manner thanks to
the vicarious and illusory integration provided by television". 11

The social stresses this produces can be exploited by the right via racism,
xenophobic nationalism, religious fundamentalism and the like, but they are also
bound to generate new progressive social movements, new kinds of socialist
project. The ideological and practical hegemony of bankers is being put in ques
tion and this will eventually even be reflected in the policies of the IMF and the
World Bank.12 In short, the context in which African development problems have
to be tackled will be less monolithically hostile. Non-market development strat
egies will become respectable again. There will be some sympathetic currents and
even allies in the industrialised countries. Writing off debt-even repudiating it
will become possible. There are less likely to be new US-backed wars of destabi
lisation.

(3) The extent of the disintegration of many of Africa's post-colonial economies
can in a way be an opportunity. Virtually a whole sub-continent is experiencing
the same process; and everyone can see that it is not due to natural causes, like
the Black Death in Europe in the fourteenth century, or to direct oppression, like
the famine in the Ukraine in 1932-33, but to a dysfunctional socio-economic
system. And what has collapsed is not an African project of development.

There have been some relatively indigenous African development projects-for
instance in Ghana, Tanzania, and Mozambique-but they were always either
eroded and thwarted by Western opposition, or corrupted by being driven into
dependence on the Soviet bloc, or both. What has now failed, what has collapsed
everywhere, is essentially an externally conceived development project, inherited
from the colonial powers at independence, and its even more blatantly non-indi
genous replacement, the neo-liberal project of total subordination to world mar
ket forces. At the end of the twentieth century this is totally discredited and the
way is clearing for Africans to construct development projects that are genuinely
theirs.

Nothing guarantees, of course, that catastrophes lead to positive outcomes.
There already are warIords in Africa, and malign externaI forces ready to finance
and equip them. All that can be said is that throughout history catastrophes have
also created the possibility for radical changes of direction; they create situations
in which people are forced to break with long-established expectations and
habits, and take the risks and accept the disciplines that seem necessary to achieve
something better. And in Africa previous assumptions have been overthrown;

11 Atiiio Boron, "State Decay and Democratic Decadence in a Neoliberal Global Order", paper
presented to the conference on New Strategies for Everyday Life (see note 8 above), p. 10. In the USA
in 1996 there were three million millionaires but also 1.7 million prisoners, while security guards were
the second fastest growing employment category. In Britain in March 1997 there were officially 1.7
million unemployed (the statisticians' consensus was that the real figure was over 2 million) and 1.7
million people living on state sickness disability benefit. Nineteen per cent of households had no
income earncr, a third of all children lived in officially defined poverty and the prison population was
expected to grow by ten per cent a year over the next five years.

12 See in this connection the remarkable critique by the US liberal Edward Luttwak: "Central
Bankism", LOlldoll Review of Books, 14 November 1996.
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little of the inherited colonial structures works, anything that will work is worth
considering. People are not afraid to innovate. 13

And consumerism is not the dominant ideology. This does not mean people do
not want to live better, or that consumer advertising has no appeal; probably
most human beings are alike in this respect. But the great majority of people in
Africa do not in fact live to acquire, as they do in the USA and much of the
industrialised world; they acquire to live, not from choice but from necessity and
habit. Giving up the dream of limitless growth of consumption will not mean
giving up the essence of life, as it will in those other countries. The possibility of
building popular support for a much more balanced, less material project of
development, is perhaps in this sense greater in much of Africa than almost
anywhere else. In Africa peace and security, respect, justice and culturai goais,
have strong mobilising appeal, as both Museveni and Kabila's recent successes
seem to show. And we should remember that it was also non-material aims that
first mobilised the urban working class in nineteenth century Europe; generalised
consumerism came later and was a major demobilising force.

This last consideration brings us back to theory by raising the question of
ideology. For radical change there must be a radical vision, and a credible theory
of how it is to be achieved; and this doctrine must in turn be articulated with
ordinary people's moral and religious beliefs and feelings. Neither of the
twentieth century's two most widely infiuential radical ideologies-the Leninist
version of Marxism, or radical Islam-will serve. Formulating a new philosophy
of development and articulating its practices is a huge and urgent task facing
African theorists and activists.

In this ideological and theoretical effort the issue of production will have to be
faced again. Global capitaiism is not about to develop most of sub-Saharan
Africa, so some sort of socialist relations of production have to be constructed
instead. We know from bitter experience how difficult this is. Working out ways
to socialise what can be administered, and to leave the rest to market relations
not necessarily capitaiist market relations- while at the same time keeping
markets subordinate to wider, democratically-determined goais, is going to be an
acid test of African development theory's capacity to help.

This, finally, raises another challenge to theory, namely the issue of democracy.
I am not referring here to the so-called "democratisation" that has been taking
place in much of Africa over the last few years-essentially an exercise in re
stabilisation through improved circulation of elites, to lend legitimacy to
economic deregulation. I am talking about the much more radical kind of
participative democracy that Ake, Mamdani, Onimode and virtually all leading
African thinkers and activists see as crucial for renewed development, involving
women equally with men, penetrating and linking alllevels of government and all
the institutions of civil society too.

The problems involved in instituting and consolidating radical democracy in
predominantly peasant societies-Iet alone peasant societies under extreme
stress-are enormous, and are sometimes, I think, in danger of being underesti
mated in the reaction against false democratisation in Africa. The question of

13 Chris Allen, "Understanding African Politics", Review of Africall Political ECOlI 011I)' No. 65,
1995, pp. 318-19.
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how to democratise the culture and practices of social life, as a basis for demo
cratising the institutions of the state, local and national, in a still predominantly
rural economy, has yet to be convincingly answered outside a few self-evidently
special cases (such as the IsraeIi kibbutzim).

The experience of African popular movements from Eritrea to Namibia-to
express it geographically-needs to be synthesised and analysed. How far and in
what ways have these experiences been democratic? Can any of them be trans
posed to more "settled" situations? How can socio-economic inequalities be pre
vented from undermining the equality of citizenship? What are the key institu
tions and how can their democratisation be combined with efficiency? Are there
key sequences to be followed? What are the key principles of democratic leader
ship? On what principles can ethnic, religious and iinguistic identities be
constructively articulated in a popular democratic development project? What are
the implications for democracy of the special rotes that first women, and secondly
youth, are bound to play in African development in the next half-century? The
agenda is evidently almost limitIess. Yet even so there is no need to feel over
whelmed. As the recent work of the remarkable network of researchers brought
together by AKUT shows, a new generation of African scholars and their col
laborators from outside Africa have already been formulating many of these
questions and proposing answers to them.

In conc1usion

To my mind, then, so far from development theory being at an impasse or having
failed, its real test in Africa is just beginning. But if, like Sisyphus, Africans have
once again to push the boulder of development up the hill they at least have the
advantage of being able to leam from experience and to draw on a substantiai
body of good-not perfect, but good-past theoretical work. And in confronting
their development problem, however daunting it looks, Africans will also con
tinue to enjoy the support of a community of researchers outside Africa; among
whom, as among African social scientists themselves, the reputation of the Uni
versity of Uppsala stands-thanks to the AKUT network and its offshoots
enviably high.
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From Justice to Reconciliation:
Making Sense of the African Experience

Mahmood Mamdani

I want to discuss the collapse of a paradigm, that of justice, which animated the
post-war struggle for independence in equatorial Africa, and the ascendancy of
another, that of rights, which goes by the name of "reconciliation" in contempo
rary South Africa. I will argue that the pendulum has shifted from one to another,
and that this swing is best illustrated by two paradigmatic cases: the "social
revolution" of 1959 in Rwanda and post-apartheid "reconciliation in South
Africa". If Rwanda represents a case of justice without reconciliation, then South
Africa illustrates one of reconciliation without justice. Our dilemma, it seems to
me, is how to transcend the polarity between justice and reconciliation: Are we
condemned to choose between the two? Or, is a measure of justice, as I will
argue, a necessary ingredient for a durable reconciliation?

The paradigm of justice and its pitfalls

The promise of independence in equatorial Africa was summed up in a single
demand: justice. What did justice mean? What was the injustice of the colonial
system? The answer lay both in the nature of power and that of production.

To make sense of the nationalist political project, one needs to grasp what was
new about how colonialism organised power in the wake of the late 19th century
scramble. The colonial state was organized as a dual bifurcated apparatus: as
modern power in urban areas and as traditional Native Authority in rural areas.
Civil power was the source of civillaws which guaranteed civil rights to citizens.
In this arrangement, the power, the law and the bearers of rights were racialized.
Racism was the original of civil society in colonial Africa. The other face of
colonial power was the Native Authority, the enforcer of "customary" law.
Unlike civil power which was defined in racial terms, the Native Authority-the
power, the "custorn" that was enforced as a law, and the bearer of that custom
was defined in ethnic terms. What civillaw was to civil society, "customary" law
was to the community. The difference was that while civil power was racialized,
Native Authority was ethnicized.
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Colonial power sought to reproduce two distinct identities through this legal
and institutionai apparatus: araciai identity amongst citizens, and an ethnic
particularism amongst victims. Race was the identity that united beneficiaries,
and ethnicity the identity that fragmented subjects.

And yet, there was no Chinese Wall between the worlds, the civil and the
ethnic: the imperative of colonial political economy was at cross-purposes with
that of colonial power. While power was preoccupied with keeping everyone in
their place, the logic of political economy compelled many to change places. This
constant changing of places, this dynamic human flow, was a consequence of the
system of migrant labour. Migrant labour created urbanized subjects. Race was
no longer simply an identity of the beneficiaries of power; it also turned into an
insurgent urban identity, of urbanized subjects excluded from the regime of
rights. It is the urban subject nursing araciaI grievance that formed the social
base of nationalism. One need only think of Nkrumah's "varandah boys" and
Cabral's "boatmen". Similarly, ethnicity too became a contradictory construct:
not simply an identity of power, of chiefs organized as the Native Authority, but
also an insurgent peasant identity. One need only think of the string of rural
revolts that called for a "genuine" custom to replace that which had been offici
ally crafted and enforced as custom.

In this context, justice meant, first and foremost, deracialization, of urban
society, civil society and the central state. For militant nationalism which linked
the revolt of the urban strata with that of insurgent peasants, justice also meant
the denial of the stigma of that reified difference that went by the name "tribe" .
The theorist who captured the tenor and substance of nationalism resistance was
Frantz Fanon.

But the injustice of the colonial system was also anchored in the nature of the
colonial political economy. By and large confined to primary production under
technologically backward conditions, the backwardness of this mainly agrarian
economy was theorized by militant nationalism as a modern dependency. Under
deve1opment, wrote dependency theorists, was a modern condition, reproduced
through an international division of labour imposed by and through imperial
domination. The leading dependency theorist on the African continent was Samir
Amin, the author of Accumulation on a World Sca/e.

The core demand for justice was thus double: deracialization within and
breaking the chains of dependency without. Justice would require a reorgani
zation of both power and production. My argument is that the failure to organize
power was the key to the collapse of the nationalist project. Out of that collapse
was bom the paradigm of rights and reconciliation.

The failure to deracialize power was a double failure. Epistemological1y, it was
a failure to historicize/problematicize notions of race and tribe as identities
reproduced by a form of power, and embedded in a set of institutions. Militant
nationalism either accepted these identities and definitions as the hallmarks of a
positive science, or it dismissed them as ideological constructs. Politically, it was a
failure to produce a practice that would change the paradigm. \X1hen revolution
aries succeeded, they managed to tum the world upside down; but they failed to
change that world. More than anything e1se, that failure was political.

The most spectacular instance of this double failure was Rwanda. To draw a
few generallessons from the Rwandan experience, I will focus on one event, the
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"social revolution" of 1959. This is the event that ushers in the vo1canic land
scape that was to be post-colonial Rwanda. I will begin with the question of
identity-who is a Hutu and who a Tutsi-and the need to distinguish between
cuiturai and political identities. If you go to contemporary Kigali and ask
someone in the RPF as to the difference between a Muhuti and Mututsi, you will
most likely be told: "We live on the same hills, speak the same language and
practice the same religion. We are the same people." And so it is: culturally, the
differences between Bahuti and Batutsi have been produced as bipolar, often
antagonistic, political identities: one as power, the other as subject. As is weil
known, the Native Authority in colonial Rwanda, particularly after the late
1920's was wholly Tutsi and the peasant masses predominantly Hutu. Not sur
prisingly, peasant jacqueries against the Native Authority took an anti-Tutsi
character. Abetted by the Catholic Church and encouraged by Belgian colonial
power, peasant resistance turned into an insurgent revolt against Tutsi power in
the Native Authority.

The new power, the custodian of the "social revolution" of 1959, was self
consciously a "Hutu Power". Institutions previously Tutsi-fied were now Hutu
ized. A programme of redress, permanent and without limits, followed. "Hutu"
and "Tutsi" became permanent identities, politically enforced, the former with a
preferential access to power, the latter subject to that same power. The quest for
justice had turned into revenge.

Post-1959 Rwanda raises a question: How did justice turn into revenge?
Several lessons can be drawn from the historical tragedy that unfolded in the
aftermath of the "social revolution" of 1959.

First was a failure to historicize the nature of power and the identities it gener
ated, in tum a failure to reform power and to transform the identities imposed by
power. For the fact was that Tutsi was not simply the identity of the chiefs in the
Native Authority, it was also the identity of the native strata which was most
directly affected by racial exc1usion in the civic sphere. In other words, Tutsi was
the identity of both power in authority and an insurgent nationalism in the civic
sphere. The irony is that both Hutu and Tutsi had a victim consciousness, but in
different realms of power. Hutu resisted an ethnic dictatorship in the Native
Authority, and Tutsi resisted araciai dictatorship in the civic authority. Whereas
Hutu resistance against a "customary" Native Authority was called tribalism,
Tutsi resistance against a racialized and modern civic power was called nation
alism. I am saying this not so we may level the playing fields and embrace
tribalism and nationalism, equally and uncritically. For, as insurgent ideo!ogies,
both tribalism and nationalism were limited. If the insurgency was to transcend
the identities imposed by power as divisions inside the people-racial and
ethnic-then it would have to reform the nature of power. It would have to
deracia!ize civic authority and detribalize Native Authority, as to jumpstart to an
overall democratic process. Only then would Hutu and Tutsi be reproduced more
as cuIturaI than political identities, signifying more differences along a culturai
continuurn than bipolar political oppositions.

Second, even if it led to a radical changing of places between Hutu and Tutsi,
the "revolution" reinforced Hutu and Tutsi as political identities, rather than
eroding them. The same process which turned Hutu, previous!y a stamp of
servitude, into a badge of pride and an identity of power, demonized the Tutsi
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and institutionalized the political opposition between Hutu and Tutsi to make the
revolutionary process "permanent". Rwanda raises the question of how identities
consolidated in the comse of a struggle can persist in a changed context, thereby
subverting the very possibilities opened up by that struggle. It calls attention to
the process by which past grievances are sanctified into a shield protecting a new
power against future critiques. More specificaliy, it invites us to understand the
process by which memories of a past tragedy-the Holocaust, the Genocide
become key ingredients in the forging of a new state ideology. Put in the language
of revolutionaries, it underlines some of the ways in which the demand for a
"permanent revolution" (Trotsky) or an "uninterrupted revolution" (Mao) turn
into a grave-digger of that same revolution.

Third, as the programme of redress, heralded as revolutionary justice, became
permanent-even turned into a prerogative of "revolutionaries"-the failure to
reorganize power turned into a failure to reorganize and create a political com
munity inciusive of both Hutu and Tutsi: As revolutionaries vowed never to
forget the past, they accented the past over the future, giving a longer leash to the
identities which animated that past, and shorter shrift to forging a common
identity and community of survivors of that past tragedy, now members of a
reorganised political community. It is the failure to frame justice within notions of
an inciusive political community that turned justice into a permanent preoccu
pation, a vendetta that increasingly spelt revenge.

South Africa: The search for an alternate paradigm

The search for an alternate paradigm has been a conscious move, not only a
distancing from the legacy of post-independence Africa, but also a search for new
and more appropriate analogies. This search for ciothes that fit has also been a
mixed experience, involving both discarding ciothes that don't fit and appropri
ating those that do. I will argue that it is worth understanding the rationale
behind this process of sifting, for it illuminates the logic behind the politics of
reconciliation in contemporary South Africa.

The analogy that was discarded was that of Nuremberg. I will use the words of
Kadar Asmal, a leading ANC activist who has tried to explain that change of
heart on paper. For Asmal, who had for many years "campaigned for a South
African equivalent of the Nuremberg trials", it is the fact of "a "negotiated revo
lution" which ruled out "imposing victors' justice", for any such attempt to
identify and punish politically responsible individuals "would result in what has
been called 'justice with ashes"'. In South Africa, there would thus be "no
Nuremberg trials", "no vindicative 'lustration laws' on the recent Czech model
disqualifying certain persons from the old order from holding office in the new",
and "no black-listing of collaborators as in post-war France and Belgium". All
these were rejected, says Kadar with a straight face, "in favour of ideals of nation
building and reconciIiation between the oppressors and the previously op
pressed" . And yet, the interesting thing about Reconciliation through Truth, the
book that Kadar and colleagues wrote, is that this bit of political realism comes
through more as a pragmatic political concession than a change of political
perspective. The result is a breach in what the book considers politically possible
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and politically desirable: while the demand for Nuremberg is dropped, the
metaphor through which Asmal and associates seek to il1uminate injustice of
apartheid is the Holocaust. The Holocaust is, however, an inappropriate meta
phor, for a variety of reasons. Key to these is that it abstracts from the real
problem: whites and blacks in South Africa are not akin to Germans and Jews,
for Germans and Jews did not have to build a common society in the aftermath of
the Holocaust. There was Israel. South African whites and blacks, however, do
have to live together in the aftermath of apartheid. Here, as in Rwanda,
yesterday's perpetrators and victims-today's survivors-do have to confront the
problem of how to live together. Faced with identities inherited from the past,
they must forge new and common identities. If the survivor of the Holocaust
marched to the tune, "Let My People Go", the survivors of apartheid would have
to march to a different tune: "Let My People Stay" .

The analogy the South African leadership did embrace, enthusiastically it
would seem, was that of regime change in Latin American dictatorships. Are there
not, one may ask, important points of resemblance between the experience of
post-dictatorship Latin America and post-apartheid South Africa? Were there not
in both instances gross human rights abuses in the confrontation between power
and resistance? Did not both confrontations, in the absence of an outright victory
on either side, lead to a mutual exhaustion and, bom of it, a mutual recogni
tion-political wisdom-that the waste of life and resources need not continue?
Finally, did not the global situation, as the intemal one, also underline the need
for a compromise and facilitate it?

The Latin analogy has inspired the South African leadership to explore a trade
off between truth and justice, but without giving in to the demand for a blanket
amnesty. In the South African variant, amnesty from criminal prosecution is in
exchange for revealing the truth and atoning for it, in exchange for a confession,
but only to the extent evil was proportionate to what the context called for and
existing laws justified. Any excess, shall we say evil beyond the call of duty, is
subject to criminal prosecution.

While South Africa shows that reconciliation is possible, it raises a further
question: How can reconciliation be made durable? I will argue that just as the
possibility of reconciliation required putting aside the analogy of the Holocaust
and Nuremberg, its durability requires acknowledging the extent to which the
analogy with the Latin transition is inadequate.

Truth-telling in South Africa has led to two unanticipated outcomes. Each
raises doubts about the ease with which the process of reconciliation may be
consolidated within its present framework. I will frame these outcomes as two
sets of questions. First, is reconciliation an inevitable outcome of truth-telling? Is
it also not possible that the more truth comes to light-and the less justice is seen
to be done-the more truth may breed outrage amongst the majority and fear in
the minority? Could such a situation not lead a growing number in the majority
to call for justice as criminal justice-a demand for a Nuremberg-and many in
the minority to tum to autonomy, separation and even flight as possible solutions
to an increasingly fearful circumstance? The dilemma is this: while the argument
to opt for truth-tel1ing as opposed to criminal justice was underscored as a
political necessity, the more truth is told the more it may fue! the very demand it
is supposed to displace, that for justice in the form of criminal justice!
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Second, the analogy with Latin dictatorships has obscured the difference
between perpetratar and beneficiary. As such, the mare it unfolds, the more the
process is subject to a critique: Whose truth? Which truth? The truth of the
minority or the majority? Of the political activist or the population? Where the
focus is on perpetrators, victims are necessarily defined as the minority of political
activists; for the victimhood of the majority to be recognized, the focus has to
shift from perpetrators to beneficiaries. The difference is this: whereas the focus
on perpetrators fuels the demand for justice as criminal justice, that on
beneficiaries shifts the focus to a notion of justice as social justice.

This shift, in tum, is likely to further illuminate the difference with the Latin
transition. As a form of power, apartheid undergirded a particular system of
privilege. A focus on power that obscures the relationship to privilege leads to
accenting the relationship between perpetrator and victim as the minority. But a
focus that links power to privilege links perpetrator to beneficiary, racialized
power to racialized privilege, and puts at center-stage the relationship between
beneficiary and victim as to majority. To recognize this difference, I think, is the
key to thinking through how to make the reconciliation durable.

The distinction between perpetrator and beneficiary, and between victims as
the minority and victims as the majority, allows us to distinguish between two
forms of reconciliation: one narrow and political, the other broad and social. The
reach of political reconciliation is limited to the political elite, to political activists
on this side and to state agents on the other side; its embrace is limited and a
minority, in a word, to perpetrators and their victims. Social reconciliation has a
wider embrace. It includes ordinary members of society, those who benefited or
got victimized as part of the logic, the outcome, of an ongoing system, regardless
of agency; the embrace of social reconciliation includes the vast majority, in a
word, beneficiaries and victims.

What does it mean to reconcile beneficiary and victim as the majority? To
deepen reconciliation from the political to the social? To broaden it from the
political elite to society? I suggest that the first step is to recognize that there are
degrees of reconciliation that bear a relationship to forms of justice, even if the
relationship is tension-ridden. Limiting justice to criminal justice, to punishment,
is not necessarily to benefit victims. The latter requires a double shift of focus in
the South African context: from perpetrators to beneficiary, and from beneficiary
to victims as the majority. The shift from perpetrators to beneficiaries is not
simply a shift in focus, it is also a shift in logic: perpetrators are personally and
individually guilty, beneficiaries may not be-for they may be unconscious
beneficiaries of systemic outcomes, where benefits cannot necessarily be linked to
an individual agency. Thus, many a white South African can honestly have
benefited from the system and yet be totally surprised at the injustices perpetrated
in the name of the system.

Agency theory, whether in its rights or subaltern version, has a tendency to be
blind to structural constraints. This is why I think that responsibility for righting
wrongs between beneficiaries and victims as the majority must belong, not to
beneficiaries, but to that agency which claims to be the upholder of the public
good, the state. It is also why I would say that to make the reconciliation durable
requires breaching the regime of individual rights, for a fixed duration and in
particular domains, in the name of justice, so as to right wrongs. A measure of
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justice, particularly social justice, is a pre-reqUlslte to making reconciliation
durable. If the first step in reconciliation was to guarantee security for the mino
rity by temporarily breaching rights of the majority-no Nuremberg, no regime of
equal political rights in the short run so as to allow for minority vetoes, in the
interim, "sunset" clauses that allow for a presence of the minority in the state
apparatus and the political process, a presence out of all proportion to its
numerical weight in society-then does not the second step call for a limited and
temporary breach, this time in the rights of the privileged minority, in order to
ensure a measure of dignity for the majority: through a form of group redress that
is equally dramatic if temporary, that gives the hitherto deprived majority a stake
in reformed social institutions?

If one is to go by the experience of privileged racial minorities on the African
continent-those who on the morrow of independence were popularly seen as
illegitimate beneficiaries of a colonial power-I would suggest we begin to think
of a third step in making reconciliation durable. Does not the example of other
minorities show that a privileged minority in a single-minded search for security
can trade political rights for security of privilege for the few and personal security
for the many in its own ranks? What is the price of such a Hobbesian pact,
whereby a hitherto privileged minor ity gives up not only its own rights in the
state, but then negotiates away the political rights of all, in return for retaining
racial privilege in civil society? Is it not to be permanently branded racially as a
minority, to be the visible target of a demand for justice that may sweep a
demagogue to power and unleash a demand for revenge? Was this not the lot, in
varying degrees, of the Asian minorities in East African countries, and even of the
Tutsi minority that did stay behind in post-59 Rwanda?

Reconciliation: An alternate paradigm

The shift of paradigm began with Zimbabwe and Namibia. At the time, we all
thought it was imposed from without, but it was not just that. Remember Abdul
Rehman Babu's Open Letter to Prime Minister Mugabe, arguing that Zimbabwe
should heed the example of Mozambique as something to avoid, that instead of
expropriating "settlers" , it should consider letting the land remain intact. Recon
ciliation, Babu argued, was an economic necessity, an imperative if capital
accumulation was to proceed. This paradigm has come to fruition in South
Africa.

I have emphasized that the new paradigm involves two key shifts. First!y, it
defines the old order not through the relationship between winners and losers,
between its beneficiaries and victims as the majority, but through a relation
between perpetrators and victims as the minority. Perpetrators are the agents of
the state and victims are those political activists victimized personally and indi
vidually. The focus is on agency at the expense of structure and system. It is on
gross abuses of human rights-murder, torture, rapes-but not on gross systemic
outcomes such as pass laws and force d removals. It is on individual violations,
not on systemic group disadvantage.

Secondly, reconciliation targeted the political elite, the old regime and political
activists, and not society at large, Responsibility for the old order is pinned on
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individual perpetrators, agents, not even on the old political elite. Guilt, evil, is
defined in strictly individual terms.

The critique of the old paradigm, and the elaboration of the new, is not only
secular; it is also religious inspiration. A glance at the religious aspect brings to
the surface the initiating role of New Testament Christianity. The point of the
religious critique is that there is no Chinese Wall between good and evil; the two
are interred in the same banes. The dilemma is how to live with evil: Love Thy
Enerny. In secular terms the dilemma is how to live in a pre-revolutionary, nay,
non-revolutionary, world. But the question remains: Is the point of identifying
evil to embrace it, or to struggle against it? Before you can love thy enemy, must
you not recognize the enemy? Does the injunction to recognize the potential of
evil in oneself necessarily lead one to a reconciliation with evil in the Other, or
could it just as easily lead one to struggle against evil on all fronts, neither to
demonize the Other nor to sanctify oneself? In avoiding a quest of justice that
tums inta revenge, by treating evil exclusively as the Other and ignoring the
potential for evil in Self, should we not also beware of a pursuit of reconciliation
that tums inta an embrace of evil?

My purpose in this paper is to problematize both the paradigm of justice that
animated our post-independence political project, and the version of rights and of
New Testament Christianity which sees evil as individual, not social. It thus pits
rights against justice, individual against group claims, and equality of individual
treatment against group redress.

One needs to resist the temptatian to overlook the redeeming features of the
new paradigm. Its contributian flows from the critique of the paradigm of justice,
that it is not enough to change positions. Such a merry-go-round only triggers a
cycle of revenge. Identities have to be transcended, not just displaced. To forge a
common future for past perpetrators/beneficiaries and their victims, it is necessary
also to address them as survivars. From this point of view, neither the Old
Testament nor Nuremberg are apt guide precedents. For the rallying cry cannot
be Let My People Go! Instead it has to be Let My People Stay!

But if the paradigm of reconciliation has the virtue of painting to a common
future, its pitfall is that it does this on the basis of masking the past or, at least,
diminishing the nature of the evil so grossly that it requires nothing short of
historical amnesia-or, failing that, suppressing the agency of the majority-to be
accepted. The dilemma is that to punish perpetratars is not the same thing as to
benefit victims. To benefit victims requires a shift of focus from perpetrators of
past actions to its present beneficiaries, a shift from the primacy of agency to that
of structures, not by denying agency but by framing agency within historicized
structures. It calls for a shift of accent from under1ining individual responsibility
to highlighting the need for systemic reform. That, in tum, would involve a shift
in our nation of justice, from punishment meted out to individual perpetratars to
redress to vicitimized groups, from punishment to redistribution; in sum, a shift
from criminal justice to social justice.

If reconciliation is not to tum inta an embrace of injustice, of evil, then the
pursuit of social justice needs to be recognized as a political imperative. How do
we ensure that this time round the quest for justice does not degenerate inta
revenge? What lessans have we leamt from the past few decades? I think at least
two, for a start. One, that the distinetion between political and social reconci-
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liation does not have to lead to highlighting the agency of the politicalleadership
at the expense of denying popular agency, it may also allow us to chart a process
which makes manageable the tension between reconciliation and justice, by
approaching reconciliation in degrees, moving from the politicalleadership to the
population, from perpetrators and victims as a minority to beneficiaries and vic
tims as the majority. And two, that the quest for justice does not have to proceed
as unbounded and self-righteous. It can be framed as historically as was the
injustice to which it is a response. The challenge is to bound that quest within a
larger objective, the quest for a re-defined political community in which the
identities victim and perpetrator, victim and beneficiary, can be transcended as
those of survivors of an era gone by.
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