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Contributions to the Debate on State—

Society Relations in Africa

Stein Sundstgl Eriksen

1. Introduction

In the early 1990s, there was an optimism about Africa not seen
since the early years of independence. The end of the Cold War,
economic liberalisation, theintroduction of democracy in anumber
of countries and the fall of apartheid in South Africa generated
widespread talk of an African renaissance. In the last few years,
however, the hopes of an African renaissance seem again to have
faded.

In this article | will discuss three different perspectives on
political development in Africain academic literature from the 1990s.
Thedominant perspective of the 1990s, underlying talk of the African
renaissance, can be termed the civil society approach. | will there-
fore start the discussion by describing the main features of this
approach. In addition, | will discuss two dissenting perspectives,
which can betermed culturalist and political economy, respectively.
Advocates of both these perspectives criticise the civil society
approach and the analysis underlying the belief in an African
renaissance. The discussion focuses on two representatives of each
perspective. As representatives of the civil society approach, |
discuss Larry Diamond and Naomi Chazan. From what | call —in
the absence of abetter term —the culturalist school, | have chosen,
first, Jean-Francois Bayart and, second, Patrick Chabal and Jean-
Pascal Daloz. Finally, the palitical economy approach isrepresented
by Catherine Boone and Mahmood Mamdani.

Any such classification of schools of thought and selection of
representatives will to some extent be arbitrary. Without doubt, |
could have chosen other schools of thought, or other representatives
of each school. Moreover, comparison of different theories and
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approaches can be difficult, since different writers do not always
address the same issues. To some extent therefore, their compar-
ability isan analytical construct. However, | think that the contributi-
ons| have chosen have been among the most important and widely
discussed from the last decade.

Following the above classification, the article hasfour parts, in
addition to this introduction. In the first three parts, | review the
selected contributions from each of the three broad perspectives.
Inthelast, concluding section, | sum up the discussion, and point to
somekey issueswhich areleft largely unanalysed by al thereviewed
approaches.

2. The Civil Society Perspective

In an article in the Journal of Modern African Sudies in 1990,
which reviewed different perspectives on the African state, Martin
Doornbos concluded by pointing out what he saw as a new trend,
which had just started emerging (Doornbos, 1990). In contrast to
other approaches, such asthe modernisation school and dependency
theory, this new trend drew attention to the non-state sphere in
African countries.

It isinteresting how yesterday’s innovations become today’s
orthodoxies. Ten years after the publication of Doornbos’ article, it
seems strange indeed that the focus on civil society and on non-
state actors could appear as a novelty. If there has been a single
dominant theme in the debate of the 1990s, it has been the role of
civil society and non-governmental organisations (NGOS).

Some of the representatives of the civil society perspective
include Naomi Chazan, Larry Diamond, Michael Bratton, Goran
Hyden, Donald Rotchild, Victor Azaryaand John Harbeson. Inthis
discussion, | will mainly use key contributions by Larry Diamond
and Naomi Chazan (Diamond, 1988; Chazan, 1994). Both these
authors are central contributors to this school of thought. Chazan
has published severa booksand articleson the political development
of Ghanaaswell asmore general contributionson African political
development. Diamond has been the leader of a series of research
projects on democracy in the third world, with separate volumes
published on Africa, Asia and Latin America. While he is not an
‘Africanist’ hiscontributions have been influential in African studies
and in development studies more broadly.

Larry Diamond’'smain aimisto explain the weakness of demo-
cratic regimesin Africa. The main obstaclesto democratisation, he
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argues, are the wide-ranging state regulations of and control over
the economy. Due to its control over the main sources of wealth,
the state has been able to prevent the emergence of a strong and
autonomous bourgeoisie, separate from the state. The bourgeoisie
is seen as the natural agent of demacracy, both because the estab-
lishment of democracy is perceived to beinitsinterest, and because
the values and liberal ideology associated with this class promote
democracy. This, incidentaly, is also the explanation favoured by
both modernisation-theorists (such as Lipset), and by Barrington
Moorein hisbook Social Origins of Democracy and Dictator ship
(Moore, 1966). It is summed up in Moore's famous slogan, ‘No
bourgeoisie, no democracy’ .

A strong middle class, the argument goes, forms the basis of a
strong civil society, and thisiscrucial for the functioning of liberal
demoacracy. In the absence of such a class in Africa, the pressure
for the expansion of democratic rights and the limitation of state
power has been weak. This explains the weakness of democracy
in Africaup until the 1990s.*

The state, in short, is seen as the source of the problem, and it
must bereformed in order to ‘liberate’ civil society from thestrangle-
hold of regulation and inefficiency. It followsfrom thisanalysisthat
the solution to the problems experienced in Africaisliberal reforms
of the type advocated by the World Bank. This would reduce the
economic role of the state and remove the link between class
formation and access to state resources. When such reforms are
institutionalised, astrong and autonomous middle classwill emerge,
and thisin turn will lead to pressure for democratisation.

Chazan, although her approach issimilar to Diamond’sin many
ways, does not focus on the relationship between the state and
dominant classes. Instead, she focuses on the emergence of popular
organisations. Like Diamond, Chazan believes that the prospects
of democracy in Africaare quite bright. Unlike him, however, she
does not mainly base her optimism on economic liberalisation, but
on the emergence of a large number of voluntary associations.
These associations, she hopes, will form the basis of an emerging
civil society.

Chazan notesthat not all voluntary associations are part of civil
society. Civil society, sheargues, is characterised by formal organi-
sations, which are both independent from and directly related to the

1 Thisis apoint made by a number of scholars within the civil society perspective.
See Bratton (1994) for a particularly clear statement.
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state. Some of the associations found in Africa, however, do not
confront — or even relate to — the state at all, and some are too
parochial and particularistic to be considered part of civil society.
What we see in Africa, therefore, is a nascent civil society, or a
civil society inthe making.

The emergence of voluntary organisations is partly seen as
resulting from therolling back of the state associated with neoliberal -
ism, which hasled to akind of withdrawal of the state from many
parts of society. The flourishing of associations, Chazan argues, is
areflection of the state’s curtailment of services, or what she calls
its ‘ dissociation from society’. The vacuum created by this disen-
gagement has enabled private organisations to grow stronger. As
the state has become unable or unwilling to provide servicesfor its
citizens, people have found other, private solutions. And once estab-
lished, Chazan argues, these organisationswill congtitute an alterna-
tive site of power, independent from the state. They can then
balance and limit the power of the state, and act as pressure groups
for democratisation.

Both Diamond and Chazan focus on internal causes of political
developments. In so far asthey consider external factors, thefocus
ison how external support for political and economic reform can
strengthen civil society and democracy. They view the character
of the state as the main cause of economic decline and the preval-
ence of patrimonialism. Thelatter, they argue, istheresult of exces-
sive state regulation of the economy. Such regulation has meant that
access to positionsin the state has become the main means of eco-
nomic accumulation. Those in control of the state have therefore
used public resourcesfor persona accumulation, thereby undermin-
ing both state capacity and economic devel opment.

There are many objections that could be raised against this
perspective. First, it relieson an oppositional model of state—society
relations, similar to that of the old modernisation school of the 1960s.
This interpretation does not address the fact that democratisation,
asit hastaken placein Africa, hasrarely been the result of internal
pressure from society. Instead, democracy has largely been intro-
duced from ‘above’, throuh an alliance of state officials and inter-
national donors, perhapsinfluenced by ideologues such as Diamond.

At amore theoretical level, the unquestioned assumption con-
cerning therole of the middle classin the promotion of democracy
is far more complex than indicated here. As shown by
Rueschemeyer, Stephens and Stephens (1992) theworking classis
the classthat most consistently favours democratisation, while the
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attitude of the middle classtowards democracy varies considerably.

Furthermore, those countriesthat have succeeded in late industri-
alisation have never been liberal and non-interventionist. Thus, in
the only examples of late industrialisation since the Second World
War, the so-called newly industrialised countries (NICs) in East Asia,
the state has been far more activist and interventionist than the
neoliberal model prescribes.?

The role of voluntary associations (NGOSs) in democratisation
is also much more ambiguous than this perspective allows for.
NGOsare not waysvery demaocratic. Both their internal organisa
tion and the means they adopt to acquire funding or solicit govern-
ment support may in fact be quite undemocratic. Nor are they
necessarily independent from the state. Indeed, the African experi-
ence shows that many of the organisations constituting Chazan’'s
flourishing civil society are not much more than consultancy firms,
set up by people associated with — sometimes even employed by —
the state, in order to gain accessto donor funds earmarked for civil
society and so-called grassroot organisations. In other words, they
are neither as grassroot nor as non-governmental as they appear.
Indeed, even the World Bank refers to many of them as GONGOs
(government-organised NGOs) and even BONGOs (bank-orga-
nised NGOSs). Since these new voluntary organisations are not
always autonomous, they will not necessarily serve asacounterforce
to the state and as a guarantee for democracy.

One example from my own research in Kigoma, Tanzania, may
illustrate that actually existing voluntary organisations may not be
quitethe civil society idealised by Diamond and Chazan (Eriksen,
2000). Asaresult of the decline of police capacity to maintain law
and order, local militias or defence teams, called sungusungu, were
established in many parts of Tanzania. The stated aim of the
sungusungu was to prevent crime. This was done by patrolling,
investigating crimes, arresting criminals and punishing the cul prits
if and when they were caught.

The sungusungu in Kigoma shared officeswith the ward admini-
stration, and cooperated with them in collecting bribes and using
threatsto force peopleto pay for their protection. Rather than chal-
lenging or confronting the state politically, the sungusungu competed
with the corrupt police force for bribes, sometimesin collaboration
with other government officials. In other words, the sungusungu are

2 This latter point has now been acknowledged by liberals as well, even within the
World Bank. See, for instance, World Development Report (1997).
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neither independent of the government nor substantially different
fromit in their mode of operation.

Findly, at anormativelevel, Diamond’'sand Chazan's perspective
representsakind of teleological liberalism, in which amarket eco-
nomy and political democracy appear as the goals towards which
all countriesmove. Any obstaclesto thisnatural movement are under-
stood as ‘blockages’, which hinder what would otherwise be the
‘natural’ course of development. Thus, it is presupposed that once
state regulations have been removed, a new autonomous middie
classand organisationsindependent of existing social structureswill
emerge spontaneously. In this sense, their perspectiveisatrue heir
to modernisation theory. What differsismerely the location of block-
ages. Whereas modernisation theorists saw ‘tradition’ and the
primordial character of local institutions asthe main block to ‘ deve-
lopment’, civil society theorists seethe state asthe principal obstacle.

Curiously, however, the values ascribed to state and society
respectively have been reversed. While moderni sation theorists saw
the state as arational instrument of modernisation, and society as
inherently ‘backward’ and ‘irrationa’, the new civil society theorists
advocate the mobilisation of civil society against theirrational and
ineffective state. |n both cases, however, state and society are seen
asfundamentally opposed.

Whatever view one may take of the state, however, civil society
isnot asphere of purefreedom, where power strugglesand exploita-
tion are absent. Suffice it here to mention the authoritarian power
of chiefs, eldersor clan leaders, and the exploitative relations found
within the market economy that liberals seek to promote. Theidenti-
fication of the state with oppression, and of civil society with freedom
and democracy, therefore obscures more than it reveals.

3. The Culturalist Perspective
Two recent contributions, which arein self-conscious opposition to
the civil society paradigm, are those of Jean-Francois Bayart, and
Patrick Chabal and Jean Pascal Daloz. Bayart's book, The Sate
in Africa: The Palitics of the Belly (1993), is one of the most
influential bookson African politicsin recent years. Reacting against
modernisation theory (‘adisastrousnotion’) and dependency theory
(‘afairy tale'), aswell as against the fashionable ideology of civil
society, he sets out to analyse African politics in what he calls,
following Braudel, the longue durée of political development.
Bayart’sargument ishighly complex, and at timesamaost impene-
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trable. Not surprisingly, it is a so impossible to summarise briefly.
Nevertheless, somekey issuescan beidentified. Most fundamentally,
Bayart’sprogrammeisto interpret African politicsinitsown terms,
rather than through an application of concepts and theories from
Western philosophy. The latter strategy, he argues, has been charac-
teristic of modernisation theory, Marxism and neoliberalism alike,
andin Bayart’sopinion, it resultsin African politicsbeing seen merely
intermsof what it lacksin comparison with Western countries, rather
than in terms of what is actually happening in Africa.

Hisown alternativeisto focus on theinternal dynamics of Afri-
can palitics, and on the continuity acrossthedividing lines of colonisa-
tion and decolonisation. Bayart seeks to develop an approach that
interprets politics from below — from the perspective of Africans
themselves. African politics, he argues, must be seen asreflecting
the distinct characteristics of African society. Thus, the key to
understanding the state isto understand the African gover nmental -
ity (to use aterm from Foucault), or the attitude of Africanstowards
power and politics.

The African state, Bayart argues, has become ‘domesticated’, or
appropriated by society. By thishe meansthat despite the existence
of formal institutionsthat are more or |ess copies of state instituti-
onsfound inthe West, the state's actual operation is determined by
the character of African society. Political actorsregularly break the
state’sformal rules by following alogic emerging from society.

African palitics, he argues, are characterised by what he calls
‘thereciprocal assmilation of €lites . By thishemeanstheintegration
of potentially competing elitesinto asingle dominant class, defined
by its accessto and control over state resources. This assimilation
has made the state an integrative force in society. Ethnic leaders,
civil servants, state and private sector elites collaborate with each
other in order to profit as best they can from their control over the
state and its resources.

To uphold the patronage networks on which the process of elite
assimilation is based, the state must acquire resources. One of the
most important waysto acquire resources has been through dealings
with the external world. This is what Bayart calls extraversion.
African paliticians have become experts at manipulating internatio-
nal organisations, foreign governmentsand aid agencies. Resources
acquired in these dealings and through such devices astrade policies,
export taxes and the manipulation of exchange rates, have funded
the reciprocal assimilation of elitesthrough the use of patronage.

According to Bayart, boundaries between the private and the
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public, and between state and society, are rarely recognised in
African palitics. Theregular neglect of such boundaries Bayart calls
straddling. Theinformal, it should be noted, should not be equated
with thetraditional. In line with hisemphasis on historicity, Bayart
seesAfrican society as continually changing, adapting itself in crea-
tive ways to new conditions. Also, he makes clear that the sphere
of theinformal isfar fromidyllic. Greed, exploitation, corruption and
violence are at least as prevalent as community and solidarity. 3

Another important contribution, which shares many pointswith
Bayart, isPatrick Chabal and Jean Pascal Daloz' book from 1999,
Africa Works. Like Bayart, they emphasise the importance of the
informal. The African state, they argue, has never been emancipated
from society. Since independence, the state has gone through a
process of de-institutionalisation, which has now reached a stage
wheretheformal ingtitutionsarelittle morethan an empty shell, within
whichinformal activitiestake place.

Thisprocess, which they call ‘theinstrumentalisation of disorder’,
is beneficial, they argue, both for those who control the state and
for ordinary people. In such asystem, everyone has accessto some
state resources, since everyone is someone’s client. People’s
expectations of the state, they argue, are not based on a wish for
formalisation and differentiation. Instead, they want thosein control
of the state to distributeitsresourcesto their clients. Thus, citizens
seek to hold |eaders accountable not by formal institutions such as
democracy, but by ensuring that the state distributes resources in
what is seen as a fair way. However, (like Bayart) Chabal and
Dal oz realise that economic devel opment isincompatible with such
astate, and they makeit quite clear that they do not think devel op-
ment of thiskind islikely to take place.

Theimplication of thisanalysis, spelt out more clearly by Chabal
and Daloz than by Bayart, is that the African state depends on
patronage and the distribution of spoilsto maintain its legitimacy.
‘Thelegitimacy of theAfrican elite, such asitis, derivesfrom their
ability to nourish the clientele on which their power rests... Itis
therefore imperative for them to exploit government resources for
patrimonial purposes’ (Chabal and Daloz, 1999:15). Andif political
survival depends on distribution of spoils, policiesthat reduce the
access to resources to be used for such purposes are not likely to
be supported.

3 Thus, those looking for a rosy picture of the informal, based on authentic
community and solidarity, are likely to be disappointed by Bayart’s analysis.
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Although Bayart and Chabal and Dal oz make anumber of impor-
tant points, there are some major problemswith their approach. First
and foremost, they actually say very little about the state. They give
avivid picture of informal networks, of elite assimilation and of how
elites use state institutions for private purposes. At the same time,
the precise characteristics of stateinstitutions, and their relationship
to society, remain unclear.

Second, and related to this, littleissaid of the preciserelationship
between theformal and theinformal. As aresult, the account tends
towards a kind of reductionism, in which the state is ultimately
reduced to an arena of informal political struggle. Whileit istrue
that such formal institutions operate in different waysin Africathan
in Europe, it cannot simply be assumed that the ‘real’ character of
African statesisfound inthe‘informal’ or ‘traditional’, and that the
formal and modern aspects of the state are of no importance.

For example, despitetheincomplete institutionalisation of citizen-
ship, itisstriking to what extent stateinstitutionsat al levels—rural
aswell as urban —invoke the language of citizenship, evenif their
practice does not correspond to it. Appeals are invariably made to
‘rights’, ‘popular participation’ and ‘ the nation” when state actionis
legitimised. In doing this, state officials seek to affirm the state's
institutions asthelegitimate domain of political and legal authority.

This means that the existence of formal institutions does make
adifference, because evenif their rules are not followed by every-
body all the time, or even most of the time, some people actually
follow them, and even thosewho do not follow formal rulesarelikely
to take them into account when making their choices and decisions.

Third, although the informal aspects of African politics, and the
blurring of boundaries between the private and the public are
important, it isequally striking to note the waysin which state and
society in Africa are entirely separate from each other, compared
to the situation in Western states. An adequate account of the
African state must include both the nature of links between state
and society and the forms of separation between them. The fact
that the modern stateisincompletely ingtitutionaised in Africameans
that it isboth more closely linked to and more separated from soci-
ety. One example of weak links between the two is the limited
inability of African statesto tax their population, and more generaly,
their weak administrative capacity. The result of this weaknessis
that much of social lifein Africa, especialy intherura areas, isin
practice largely outside the reach of state administration.

Fourth, the emphasis on continuity from pre-colonia timesto the
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present makes it difficult to account for variation across time and
space. Political practiceisnot the same now asin the 1960s or under
colonialism. Nor for that matter isit obviousthat eventsin Liberia
and in Botswana have that much in common. Within the context of
the longue durée, the changes that have taken place both during
colonialism and after independence arelost from view, and both colo-
nisation and independence appear asinsignificant historical paren-
theses. Although Bayart’s and Chabal and Daloz’ emphasis on
continuity isimportant, it needsto be complemented with an under-
standing of historical change.

Finally, at anormativelevel, both Bayart and Chabal and Daloz
come across as almost cel ebrating the ability of Africansto subvert
formal institutions. Thus, even the most outrageous greed and
plundering appear almost as acts of resistance to the imposition of
Western ingtitutions, rather than as crude exploitation. In this respect,
they are clearly — Bayart in particular —inspired by postmodernist
theory, with its celebration of resistance and subversion. Both books
therefore come close to asserting that the African state workswell,
onitsown terms, and that the inability of most scholarsto seethis
issimply aresult of applying standards that are aien to Africans
themselves. Such animplicit cultural relativismisclearly problematic.

4. The Political Economy Approach

Thethird approach | want to discuss can betermed *institutionalist’
or ‘political economy’. It should be noted herethat the term political
economy isused in anon-reductionist way, and does not refer either
to neo-classical political economy or to that implied in most versions
of Marxism. Its key feature is the focus on structural aspects of
state-society relations, and on the historical origin of the African
state. Asrepresentatives of thisapproach, | have chosen Mahmood
Mamdani and Catherine Boone. Both these writers seek to explain
political development in Africaby focusing onthe state'srelationship
with rural society. In hisbook Citizen and Subject (1996) Mamdani
seeks to establish an approach that avoids both the evolutionary
ethnocentrism of civil society theories and Bayart/Chabal/Daloz’'s
emphasison historical continuity.

In order to understand political development in Africa, heargues,
it is necessary to analyse the specific forms of power established
by the state during colonialism. The key feature of the colonia state,
Mamdani argues, was what he calls its ‘bifurcation’. In order to
imposeits control in Africa, the colonial state wasforced to establish
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adual system of government. In thissystem, theform of state power
in urban areas was fundamentally different fromthat in rural aress.
In urban areas, modern ingtitutions and something similar to Western
civil society were established, and power was|egitimised in the uni-
versal language of rights. Here, the public domain of the state was
separated from the private domain of society. The private domain
consisted of citizens, whose rights were upheld and guaranteed by
the state. In other words, the state was clearly separated from soci-
ety. Crucially, although it was far from democratic, state authority
was exercised directly, without intermediaries.

In rural areas, by contrast, state power was exercised through
traditional leaders acting as intermediariesin a system of indirect
rule. Thissystem involved the co-optation of traditional authorities
into the state, making them the key element of state power at the
local level. The colonia state codified ‘tradition’, and made it the
basis of itsrule. By using a selective interpretation of tradition as
the basis of state policies, tradition becameobjectified. The concrete
institutionalisation of thisform of power was customary law, accord-
ing to which chiefs were required to rule in accordance with the
established traditions of the tribe. Claiming that each tribe had its
own customs, colonial powers created adifferent set of customary
laws for each tribe, and a separate authority to enforce each set of
laws. In this system, no civil society with autonomy from the state
was created, and inhabitants of rural areas became subject to state
rulewithout being ableto participatein theinstitutions of government.
In Mamdani’sterms, they became ‘ subjects’ rather than * citizens'.

Since independence, Mamdani argues, African states have
deraciaised urban civil society, by abolishing lawsthat discriminated
between urban residents on the basis of colour. Inrural areas, states
have followed one of the following two main strategies. Some have
more or |essretained the system of customary law and indirect rule
established during colonialism, thus reproducing what Mamdani calls
decentralised despotism. Othershave sought to dismantlethe colonial
system, but the result has been to replace the decentralised despo-
tism of colonialism with the centralised despotism of the central state.
In both systems, the rural population has remained subjects rather
than citizens. By implication, reforming apower that institutionally
enforcestens on between town and country, and between ethnicities,
isthe key issue for democratic reform in Africa

In contrast to Bayart’s book, | think that the main value of
Mamdani’s contribution liesinitsoverall perspective. Thefocuson
the ways in which state—society relations were structured during
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colonialism and on theimplications of thisfor the postcolonial state
seemsfundamentally correct. By highlighting the specificity of the
African experience, it avoids both denying the impact of modern
institutions and the simple projection of an idealised Western notion
of the state onto Africa.

But although hisoverall approachisfruitful, the content of some
of his claims is nevertheless problematic. First, although it is
important to recognise theimportance of colonialism for subsequent
political development, thereisin Mamdani’s account atendency to
overestimate the strength and impact of stateinstitutions, both during
colonialism and after. As both Bruce Berman (1998) and Jeffrey
Herbst (2000) have recently argued, the ability of the colonial state
actually to regulate people’s behaviour was extremely limited.
Indeed, the system of indirect rule can be seen as an expression of
such state weakness. Much of social life remained outside the range
of state regulations during colonialism, and the same remains the
case today. Using Michael Mann’s term, we can say that African
society has not been ‘caged in’ by the state (Mann, 1993). This
illustrates the point mentioned abovein the discussion of Chabal and
Daloz'sbook: Althoughit isimportant to analyse thewaysinwhich
state and society have been intertwined, it is equally important to
recognise the ways in which they have remained separated.

Second, it isnot obviousthat civil society in urban areaswas or
isasdeveloped asMamdani’s account indicates. Colonial civil soci-
ety, of course, was extremely narrow, asit was confined to the settler
community, excluding native urban residents. Since independence,
the prevalence of patronage and the use of informal networksindi-
cate that the boundaries between state and society and between
the public and the private have never been clearly established.
Moreover, the associationsfound in urban civil society are often quite
closely tied up with the state.

Third, Mamdani also makes a point of contrasting the European
experience of state formation with that in Africa. African state
formation, he argues, was the result of conquest, while European
states emerged from society in a more organic way. What seems
to underlie Mamdani’ sanalysison thispoint istheideathat European
state formation was somehow more natural, while the African
process was artificial. His account ignores the extent to which
European state formation, too, waslargely aresult of conquest and
violence. This has been convincingly shown by authors such as
Michael Mann (1993) and Charles Tilly (1985).

In her book Merchant Capital and the Roots of Sate Power
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in Senegal and aseries of articles, Catherine Boone seeksto explain
political development by focusing ontherural basisof African states,
and on how the state's links to rural society have conditioned its
policies (Boone, 1992, 1994, 1998).* Her mainideaisthat, in Africa,
there has been a contradiction between the economic and the
political imperatives faced by the state. In this situation, concern
for economic development has continuously been subordinated to
political imperatives and the need to maintain political control. After
all, preservation of regime power —and ultimately state power itself
—islikely to be given the highest priority. Under such conditions,
she argues, development, in political aswell aseconomicterms, is
unlikely to take place.

LikeMamdani’s, Boone's starting-point isthe system of indirect
rule established during colonialism. As the most important clients
of the colonial state, chiefswerethe most powerful patronsin rural
society. They therefore became the focus of local patronage
networks. This system made the state and local |eaders dependent
on each other. Themost important political relationship in thissystem
was the alliance between the European district administrator and
the local chief.

At independence, African states were faced with a dilemma.
On the one hand, the economic interests of society asawholewere
best served by pushing accumul ation and establishment of capitalist
relations of production. On the other hand, thiswould entail large-
scal e disruption of African societies, something that could undermine
the maintenance of |aw and order, and state control over itsterritory.
Inthissituation, most states chose not to attempt full-scal e transfor-
mation of agriculture through compl ete privatisation of ownership.

Instead, they sought to maintain control by expanding existing
patronage networks. The resources required to sustain such net-
workswere appropriated partly through control over external trade
and donor funds, and partly through indirect taxation of peasants
by means of marketing boards or similar arrangements. Inthelatter,
peasants were forced to sell their crops at pricesfixed by the state
at levels lower than market prices, so that the state could earn a
profit when crops were resold. But when peasants started avoiding
selling their cropsto the state, this source of income dried up, and
the state had to resort increasingly to external aid and borrowing
from abroad. Boone sums up her argument in the following way:

4  Here, | mainly draw on Boone (1994 and 1998).
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The private appropriation of state resources and the use of state funds
to strengthen personalistic power networks ... lay at the very heart of
the processes through which postcolonial regimes were consolidated
and by which they sought to govern... Over time, however, the same
process has weakened the state as an instrument for organising,
exercising and reproducing state power (Boone, 1994:131-132).

Clearly initsemphasison rural state-society relations, thisanalysis
has certain elements in common with Mamdani. Both point to the
inheritance of indirect rule and to the resulting fragility of state
power in the countryside. However, in Boone'sanalysis, the focus
is more on rural relations of production than on the reproduction
and reconstruction of customary law. Since these countries are
overwhelmingly rural, the state is economically dependent on
peasants. But by sgueezing the peasantry economically in order to
sustain patronage networks, the economic foundations of the state
were undermined.

Thus, Boone agrees with Bayart and Chabal/Dal oz that patron-
age networks are the main means through which African states have
been able to maintain adegree of stability and control. Moreover, it
is a key point in her analysis that in this process, the state has
undermined its own economic basefor the sake of political survival.

This seemsto me avery convincing analysis, asfar asit goes.
At the same time, like Mamdani’s account, it leaves some issues
unexplained. For one thing, not all states have been economically
dependent on the peasantry. In mineral-exporting states, such as
Angolaor Nigeria, the state has not been dependent on taxation of
peasants. Moreover, as shown by Bayart and others, relationswith
the outside world have been crucia for the funding of many African
states. This is not emphasised by Boone. Also, Boone does not
account for the modern, or universalistic aspects of African states,
such as the role of bureaucracy, the continued appeal to modern
notions of citizenship and the official commitment to the ideol ogy
of development. Finally, the point highlighted by Mamdani — the
manipulation and codification of custom during colonialism—isnot
analysed.

5. Concluding Remarks

To conclude this discussion: First, | think that the civil society
perspective haslittle valuein terms of improving our understanding
of political developmentsin Africa. This does not mean that it is
unimportant, however. Far fromit. |n addition to being predominant
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in academic writings, this perspective has in fact significantly
influenced real events in Africa. Thus, donors, governments and
other actorshaveto alarge extent accepted thisanalysis, and desig-
ned their policies on the basis of it.

The combination of analytical weakness and practical impact, |
suggest, makesit reasonabl e to treat this perspective mainly asdata
rather than as atool of analysis— as a category of practice rather
than asacategory of analysis. Assuch, it constitutes an interesting
example of the interrelationship between theories on the one hand
and the objects to which they refer on the other. On the one hand,
it shows that the development of theoriesis affected by eventsin
thereal world. The widespread acceptance of neoliberalismin the
social-scientific community no doubt reflected the general domi-
nance of neoliberal ideology after the end of the Cold War.

On the other hand, by shaping theworld views and the self-under-
standing of actors, social-scientific theories in turn contribute to
changing social reality. Thisisso evenif theoriesarewrong, inthe
sense of not corresponding to how theworld really is. Theories can
alter people’s perceptions and action, sometimes even creating the
phenomenathey are about. By acting on the basis of theories (true
or false), the state and other actors change the existing state of
affairs, perhaps al so altering the distribution of resources between
groups. If palicies are devel oped on the basis of fal se assumptions,
they may in turn shape the perceptions and actions of those affected
by them. In this sense, the effects of false theories may be as
important as the effects of true ones.®

Second, | think the contributions of Bayart’s and Chabal and
Da oz include anumber of vauable points. They highlight theways
in which the domains of the public and the private are blurred; that
civil society, in the sense of a separate sphere, independent of the
state, does not exist, and that the use of patronage is the main way
in which the state has been able to maintain some sort of control.
Still, their approach is ultimately problematic, most notably in its
excessive emphasis on theinformal, and its neglect of how formal
state institutions al so contribute to shaping the character of the state
and of political practice.

Thus, in my opinion, apolitical economy framework, understood
in anon-reductionist way, represents the best overall approach to
the study of state-society relations in Africa. Such an approach,

5 See, for instance, Ranger (1983) on how the colonial state’s ethnic classifications
came to help constitute ethnic identities in Zimbabwe.
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which Michael Mann has called a‘ marxified weberianism’ (Mann,
1993), makesit possible to grasp the specific character of relations
between state and society, and to analyse them in their historical
context.® Moreover, it iscompatible and can be combined with some
of theinsightsfrom what | have called the culturalist tradition, such
astheimportance of theinformal, of continuities acrossthe divide
of independence and of thefluidity of boundaries between state and
society.

By way of a conclusion, | would like to point out a couple of
issues that have been inadequately dealt with by all three perspec-
tives. Thefirst point isamethodological one.

I think studies of African politics could benefit from joining the
recent attempts at combining approaches from anthropology and
political science. Following Joel Migdal (1994), | would argue that
the study of the state would benefit from adopting an approach that
examineswhat he callsthe ‘ anthropol ogy of the state’. Thetraditio-
nal macro-oriented analysis of palitical science can only beenriched
by impulsesfrom anthropol ogy, with itsemphasison micro-level data
collected in ‘the field’. Although ‘the state’ cannot be ‘ observed’
directly when doing fieldwork, it has an institutional presence at
multiplelevelsin society, and these concrete institutions should be
studied through the use of fieldwork. But the stateisalso atrang ocal
phenomenon, and analyses of the state based on fieldwork would
therefore need to combine the use of data collected in ‘the field’
with theories and concepts from traditional macro-level approaches.
Thus, one should move beyond the analyses of formal rules and
structures, in order to get ‘inside the whal€’, and grasp the proces-
ses of everyday state making. At the same time, the conceptual
apparatus and the macro-focus of the political science tradition must
be retained.

Thisimpliesarejection of the dominant epistemological orienta-
tionsin both anthropology and political science. On the one hand,
the emphasis on figures, numbers and formal structures found in
much political science literature isrejected, becauseit failsto pay
attention to the concrete mechanisms through which state power is
produced and exercised. Since such mechanismsdo not lend them-
selves to representation in the form of numbers and figures, they
tend to be considered as somehow not ‘real datal, and are simply
neglected. On the other hand, anthropologists' ‘ metaphysics of pre-

6 Mamdani could be considered a ‘marxified weberian’ in Mann’s sense, while
Boone might perhaps be better described as a ‘weberified marxist’.
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sence’, in which face-to-face relations are given epistemological
privilege, isaso rejected. As stated by Akhil Gupta (an anthropo-
logist), one must question ‘the assumption regarding the natural
superiority —the assertion of authenticity —implicit inthe knowledge
claims generated by “being there”’ (Gupta, 1995: 376).

The second point concerns the role of external factors. To be
sure, itistruethat international pressure has affected or even driven
processes of economic and political liberalisation (as pointed out by
the neoliberals), that devel opments in the world market have been
unfavourable to African countries and that economic links with the
outside world have been important for sustaining the patronage
networks on which ruling regimes depend.

At the sametime, as pointed out by Jackson and Rosberg (1983),
itisalsoimportant that international recognition and participationin
the system of states has enabled African states to survive, in spite
of limited real control and at times extreme weakness. This points
to the close interrelationship between a particular state and the
system of states of whichitisapart. A given stateis not an object,
constituted prior to its relations with other states. It does not first
exist and theninteract with other states. As Giddens says: * Internatio-
nal relations are not connections set up between pre-established
states, which could maintain their sovereign power without them,
they are the basis upon which the nation state existsat all’ (Giddens,
1985: 263-264). And by representing ‘its' society inrelationship with
other states, a given state gains autonomy and strength in relation
to its society.

At amore concrete level, as pointed out by Boone, Bayart and
others, states defined as poor, or in need of help, gain access to
substantial economic resourcesfrom outside. Thisflow of resources
is neverthel ess ambiguous for the process of state-building. In the
short run, the availability of aid may strengthen the statein relation
to society and improveits chances of political survival. Inthelong
run, however, it may also prevent the state from devel oping its admi-
nistrative capacity and ability to raise revenue. Moreover, since
access to external fundsistied to specific conditions, it makesthe
state accountable to external donorsrather than toitsown population.
Such ashiftinlinesof accountability clearly underminesdemocracy.

Moreover, therole of warfarein state-building isnot mentioned
in any of the theories discussed. As shown by Thomas Ertman
(1997), Michad Mann (1993), CharlesTilly (1985) and others, state-
building has been intimately linked to warfare. Inter-state war (or
threats of it) forces governmentsto increase revenue collection. At
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the sametimeit also increasesthe popul ation’swillingnessto comply.
Thisis not to suggest that what Africa needs is more wars, or that
what is needed isinter-state wars, rather than civil wars. However,
itillustratesthe extraordinary difficulties of state-building, and the
extremity of the conditionsthat have made it possible el sewhere.
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