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Preface

This volume started with a belief that global–local connections were
poorly understood by both scholars and practitioners in general, and
in Africa in particular. We felt some of these gaps could be addressed by
bringing different perspectives into creative interaction with each other,
both within disciplines (e.g. comparative politics and international rela-
tions within the discipline of political science) and across them
(e.g. history, political science, and anthropology). Our entry into these
issues was via what is usually termed international “intervention” and
the question of how “networks” that form between global, state, and local
forces channel these interventions in ways that often produce unintended
outcomes. Our notion of intervention was expansive: we included not just
peacekeeping forces or structural adjustment packages (i.e. the activities
of juridical international institutions) but a wide range of practices by
“external” institutions that shaped political processes in Africa – com-
mercial circuits, NGOs, mercenaries, and missionaries, for example.

Although we began with an expansive view of intervention, we soon
discovered that it was not adequate for examining these processes as they
involved the production of authority and order “on the ground.” It be-
came clear that we needed to focus on how networks, and the goods,
power, and ideas that flow within them, “bumped into” broad political
and economic structures, global discourses, and local socio-economic
and political practices. Networks obviously matter on a variety of levels,
but we recognized that the contribution of this project would be, in part,
to show that networks are but one of a number of formations involved
in translocal constructions of authority and order. The focus of the book
thus became transboundary formations, which include what is convention-
ally called intervention as well as global, national, and local networks,
institutions, and discourses.

We also reflected on the framing of these issues in terms of the dual-
ity “global–local.” While many of the authors in the volume (including
the editors in their own chapters) wrestle with bringing specificity to
this phrase, we came to understand that the weight carried by the terms
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“global” and “local,” and the sometimes invigorating, sometimes stodgy
debates that surround them, made it ever more difficult to identify and an-
alyze existing empirical examples of political phenomena that connected
different levels of analysis and troubled the presumed separation of them.
Once again the notion of transboundary formations appeared to have
more potential of capturing the rich empirical manifestations of “global–
local” intersections without having to make sweeping pronouncements
about globalization or unsubstantiated generalizations about Africa’s in-
sertion into global political, economic, and cultural structures and flows.

Along the way, we were constructively prodded by the contributors to
this volume. While they may have questioned the formulation of specific
questions, all helped us shape the project and pushed us and each other to
think about the transboundary production of authority and order in ways
that go beyond current emphases on intervention, global governance,
regime transition, civil society, or “the coming anarchy.” In good dialec-
tical fashion, we asked them to revise their chapters to meet these shifts
in emphasis. These chapters do not share a full consensus (which would
surely be premature) on how to approach the transboundary production
of order and authority. But they do share a commitment that an under-
standing of these phenomena is critical at the current political juncture
for Africa and other parts of the world, as well as for conceptual work in
the social sciences and humanities. Their methods of treating what many
of them see as transboundary formation innovations and adaptations are
themselves innovative and adaptive.

This project had a relatively complex genesis. It began as a joint en-
deavor between the SSRC’s Africa Program and its MacArthur
Foundation-funded International Peace and Security Program in early
1996. A planning meeting was held in March of that year at the School
of Advanced International Studies in Washington, DC. The MacArthur
Foundation also supported a workshop in Guatemala on “States in Crisis,
States in Flux: Processes of Reconfiguration,” which produced ideas that
helped to shape this project. With the support of the Research Council
of Norway and the European University Institute (EUI), a conference
was held in March 1998 at EUI in Florence, where papers were first pre-
sented and discussed. In order to hone the volume’s chapters as well as
further develop its thematic thrust, a follow-up workshop was held at the
University of Pennsylvania in December 1998, hosted by Penn’s African
Studies Center and the Christopher H. Browne Center for International
Politics.

As a result of the unfolding of this process, we have many people
to thank. Our appreciation goes out to William Zartman, who hosted
the School of Advanced International Studies meeting, and all of those
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who participated in it (too many to name here). We thank Jonathan
Friedman and Kajsa Eckholm-Friedman for connecting us with the Re-
search Council of Norway, and to Council representatives Øyvind Hansen
and Karin Dokken. At EUI, Thomas Risse graciously hosted the con-
ference and contributed to local costs. He also contributed productive
intellectual guidance to the project. Eckholm-Friedman, Hansen, and
Dokken, as well as Risse, all attended the conference and contributed
substantively to the discussions. In addition to them and to the authors
of the chapters in the book, we also want to acknowledge the contributions
of other participants at the Florence conference: Musa Abutudu, Gilbert
Khadiagala, Audie Klotz, Peter Otim, Paul Richards, Hildegard Scheu,
and several students at EUI. We especially appreciate the subsequent in-
sights and criticisms offered by Richards throughout the development of
the project.

Thanks also go to Sandra Barnes and Leigh Swigart of Penn’s African
Studies Center and to Avery Goldstein and Vikash Yadav of the Center
for International Politics for making arrangements for the workshop and
to both Centers for supporting some of the costs of the meeting.

Two final expressions of gratitude are in order. First, a number of
wonderful SSRC program assistants contributed vital administrative sup-
port over the course of the project: Alison Lichter, Amini Kajunju, Mark
Shoffner, Missy McNally, and especially Funmi Vogt. Second, the edi-
tors wish to thank all of the authors of this volume. They suffered our
prodding with great intellectual engagement, sometimes in the face of
tight deadlines. We learned a great deal along the way.

THOMAS CALLAGHY

RONALD KASSIMIR

ROBERT LATHAM

Swarthmore and New York
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1 Introduction: transboundary formations,
intervention, order, and authority

Robert Latham, Ronald Kassimir,
and Thomas M. Callaghy

A tale of two countries

What is this book about? Rather than jumping directly into key conceptual
matters, perhaps it would be useful to start with a vivid tale that illustrates
many of the issues, themes, and questions raised in this volume – ones
of order and authority, war and peace, intervention, and the structures,
networks, and discourses that shape these outcomes. Hence this tale of
two countries whose destinies seem to be closely interrelated and the
varied, multi-textured forces that are shaping them.

In the 1970s, Uganda under the tyranny of Idi Amin became the early
prototype of the failing post-colonial state as its economy and capacity
to govern seemed to melt away while violence and uncertainty spread.
Despite external help, the Ugandan governments of the early 1980s were
unable to put Humpty-Dumpty back together again, as conflict ravaged
many parts of the county. Yoweri Museveni formed a guerrilla army that
eventually took power, and he became president in early 1986. To the
surprise of most observers, Museveni managed for the most part to put
Uganda back together again in the waning years of the Cold War. He had
a great deal of external support from Western governments, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, the World Bank, agencies of the United Nations
(UN), the Catholic Church and other religious groups, and a whole host
of non-governmental organizations (NGOs). This help was reinforced
and influenced by dominant international discourses about economic
reform, political liberalization, human rights, poverty reduction, and de-
velopment more generally. Complex regional, international, and diaspora
trading networks provided additional assistance. Despite this unexpected
renaissance, by the mid-1990s Uganda was still not completely free of vi-
olence as armed conflict flared in the north and the west with the support
of neighboring countries.

The terrible genocide that erupted in Rwanda in April 1994 led to a
renewed invasion of that country by the Tutsi Rwandan Patriotic Front
(RPF), many of whose fighters had helped Museveni seize power and then
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invaded Rwanda from Uganda in 1990. The combined events resulted
in over a million deaths and nearly two million refugees in surrounding
countries, most of them in the Kivu region of Zaire (now the Congo).
The UN, major Western states, and the international community proved
to be totally ineffective in coping with these events, while a number of
NGOs struggled mightily to alleviate the horror.

Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo [DRC]), in the
1990s, like Uganda in the 1970s, was a failing state under the brutal
tyranny of Mobutu Sese Seko. The state no longer performed basic ser-
vices, especially education, health care, and the maintenance of basic
infrastructure. Its people were worse off than at any time since inde-
pendence. The army brutalized many Zaireans while Mobutu and his
generals auctioned off the country’s vast resources to an unseemly set of
international business actors.

Continuing turmoil in Rwanda and neighboring Burundi expanded
the population in the refugee camps as the United Nations and various
NGOs intervened to stabilize the situation. At the same time, the over-
thrown Hutu government of Rwanda reassembled itself and its army in
eastern Zaire with the help of Mobutu, international arms merchants,
and mercenaries. This massive social trauma reinvigorated longstanding
tensions in Kivu, leading to the reemergence of local militia groups that
tried to defend a complex set of local interests, mostly regarding land.
Tutsi long resident in Zaire were increasingly in jeopardy, and in October
1996 they launched a rebellion. To the surprise of many, it quickly became
a full-fledged effort to overthrow Mobutu, one with striking parallels to
events in the early and mid-1960s.

In the post-Cold War context, Mobutu did not receive his usual as-
sistance from major Western governments, while the rebels enjoyed the
support of Rwanda, Uganda, Burundi, and Angola. The rebels were a
strange mix of regular and irregular forces that overwhelmed Mobutu’s
retreating and looting army. Led by Laurent Kabila, a rebel leader from
the 1960s turned minor warlord, they took Shaba (Katanga) and other
mineral rich regions. In order to finance the ongoing uprising, Kabila, as
the presumptive new leader of the country, hurriedly made deals with an
odd assortment of international mining companies and other firms. His
forces entered Kinshasa in May 1997 to the rejoicing of almost everybody.
Mobutu fled and died in exile several months later.

During Kabila’s march to power, the international community had
sung its hymns of democratization, economic liberalization, and human
rights, but to little if any avail. Zaire was rebaptized as the DRC and
became a much bigger and vastly more complex Humpty-Dumpty than
Uganda. The tasks that Kabila faced were staggering, and the record
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of his government in dealing with them proved to be weak indeed. In
addition, he kept the United Nations and most of the NGOs from oper-
ating in much of the country, while unseemly business deals continued
unabated. The Rwandans and Ugandans at first believed that they had
solved their rebel and border security problems by helping put Kabila
in power. This proved not to be the case, however, and in August 1998
the war was reignited as Rwandan and Ugandan forces moved against
their erstwhile ally. Kabila received last-minute, regime-saving help from
Angola, Zimbabwe, and Namibia, later reinforced by assistance from
Chad and the Sudan.

Regional and international efforts to mediate what was being called
Africa’s “first world war” had little impact until an agreement was reached
in Lusaka in July 1999. It was, however, characterized mostly by its con-
stant violation by all sides. In the meantime, the rebel forces became ever
more fragmented, especially with a split in the main rebel group and the
addition of a militia force headed by a former Congolese businessman
with major backing from Uganda. While the rebels and their allies held
much of the north and east of the country, Ugandan and Rwandan forces
began battling each other deep in the Congo, largely over the economic
spoils of the conquered territory, as well as their mainly Congolese and
Zimbabwean opponents. In return for their part in the struggle, Kabila
allowed senior Zimbabwean military officers and politicians to engage
in a wide range of lucrative economic activities. Under the terms of the
Lusaka agreement, the United Nations was to place a peacekeeping force
in the Congo, and many NGOs were anxious to get access to the belea-
guered populations. By late 2000, this still proved impossible to do. As
a result, war continued to rage, more refugees were created, economic
resources were pillaged, and social life remained in turmoil as old local
orders shattered and new ones emerged. The few coherent organiza-
tions that remained, such as the Catholic Church, did what they could to
ameliorate the suffering of this terrible regional war. The International
Monetary Fund and the World Bank tried to assist Kabila’s “sovereign”
government, but they too proved to be relatively ineffective. One of the
many ironies of this situation is that Uganda, the rebuilt failed state of
the 1970s, was one of the major players in the collapse of the Congo in
the 1990s.1

One thing that stands out in this story is the role of “external”
forces in its unfolding, the way they intersect with “internal” forces, and
the pluralization of the kinds of forces involved over time. Museveni’s

1 Kabila was assassinated by one of his bodyguards on January 6, 2001 and was replaced
by his son Joseph Kabila. The effect of this event on the hostilities, and on politics more
generally, in the Congo remains very unclear at this time.
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successful rebellion in the mid-1980s was unusual in the degree to which
external actors were not involved. Taking place in the waning days of the
Cold War and at a time when African states still largely followed norms of
non-intervention (the major exception being, ironically, Tanzania’s 1979
invasion of Uganda to oust Amin), both Western powers and Uganda’s
neighbors remained on the sidelines. As we chronicled above, this situ-
ation changed once Museveni captured the state. Through a combina-
tion of genuine goodwill, the desire of international financial institutions
(IFIs) to find a willing partner in its structural adjustment prescriptions,
and Western fears of the so-called “rogue state” of Sudan looming on
its northern border, Uganda became the recipient of huge amounts of
aid and the site of much NGO activity. It then became a major actor
across its borders, beginning with its tacit support of the RPF invasion of
Rwanda (the trigger event in the Great Lakes conflagration) and leading
to its military support and adventurism in the Congo.

The Great Lakes conflicts, and especially the wars in the Congo, are
thus impossible to make sense of without accounting for the role of re-
gional and transnational forces. From the failure of French and United
Nations peacekeeping efforts and the naivete of the NGO community
in pre-genocide Rwanda2 to the establishment of refugee camps in east-
ern Zaire, from the use of mercenaries to the presence of a range of
foreign militaries, and from the influx of multinational firms to the me-
diation of the United Nations, external forces powerfully shaped the
Congo’s fate in the last decade of the twentieth century. They were nei-
ther peripheral nor determinative in the political trajectories of Uganda,
the Congo, and the Great Lakes region in general. They were, and are,
constitutive.

Indeed, the central challenge of this volume is to begin to develop
ways of understanding this constitutive effect in general, and in Africa
in particular. Both the resurrection of Uganda under Museveni and the
disintegration of the Congo, first under Mobutu, then under Kabila, thus
illustrate many of the key issues central to this volume. How do state and
non-state, local and external forces interact to produce order and author-
ity in various different kinds of social and political space? What kinds of
actors are involved? What strategies are used? How stable, extensive, and
productive are various forms of order and authority? How do different
types of order and authority relate to each other? Whose voices and claims
are heard and whose are silenced?

Unlike most standard accounts that employ the normal lenses of
international relations and comparative politics, where “internal” and

2 Superbly chronicled in Uvin (1998).
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“external” forces are separated for analytical purposes, this volume con-
ceptualizes and analyzes what we call transboundary formations of con-
siderable diversity. They link global, regional, national, and local forces
through structures, networks, and discourses that have wideranging im-
pact, both benign and malign, on Africa, as well as on the international
community itself. Above all, they play a major role in creating, transform-
ing, and destroying forms of order and authority.

We now turn to more conceptual matters. This introduction will first
discuss the nature and importance of transboundary formations and
their relationship to recent discussions of “global” phenomena, then their
role and impact in Africa, followed by their relationship to processes of
“extraversion,” and, lastly, their considerable institutional variety.

Transboundary formations, orders, and authorities

It is still too early to tell what kind of ultimate impact the surge of in-
terest in things “global” will have on the social sciences. Despite the
widespread hum of concern with “globalization,” it is far from clear that
work across the disciplines would be seriously undermined if the term
were to disappear tomorrow. The analysis of phenomena and processes
closely associated with the term – lightning financial exchanges or widely
diffused cultural icons, for example – could be carried on under their
own rubrics. And while the designation “global” may seem ubiquitous to
some, a great deal of research is being conducted with no gesture toward
it at all.

It may be some time before the designation “global” gains the kind
of theoretical and empirical thickness and richness that terms such as
state and society have. Until, or if ever, it does, we should not overlook a
closely allied but more general development – the growing concern among
social scientists and practitioners with processes and relationships that
spill across national boundaries. Increasingly it is being taken for granted
that there can be significant crossboundary dimensions to almost any
object of study – village, identity group, class, NGO, or political party.

However, a division of labor, sometimes explicit, generally exists within
and across the social science disciplines. Analyses can focus on phenom-
ena that are by definition transboundary in nature (such as trade, migra-
tion, and diplomacy) or that are only influenced by cross-boundary forces
(such as a national economy or local activism). US political science offers
the most blatant form of division with its sub-field of international rela-
tions that stands apart from comparative politics, political theory, and the
study of its own polity (American government). In sociology and anthro-
pology there are less formal divisions, but the relatively recent attention to
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transnational cultural flows, and in the past to dependency theory, stands
out against the tradition of studying societies and communities as though
they were self-contained. The recent challenge to that self-containedness
has come in numerous forms: from research into the ways that external
forces such as multinational media or foreign-owned factories become
integrated into a place or community, to the analysis of domestic po-
litical responses to international institutional pressures (Stallings 1995)
produced, for example, by the IMF or international human rights orga-
nizations.

The distinction between objects of study that are by definition cross-
boundary and those that are not overlaps with a number of binary oppo-
sitions that became quite fashionable in the 1990s – global/local, space
of flows/space of places, external/internal, and outside/inside (Castells
1996; Hannerz 1996; Massey and Jess 1995; Robertson 1992; Walker
1993). Of all of these, the opposition global/local has had the greatest
resonance in the social sciences. Not only have the terms global and local
enjoyed incredibly stellar careers inside and outside the academy, but the
two terms have conveniently subsumed an unusually wide band of refer-
ents (including flows, places, integration, fragmentation, regions, cities,
systems, and sites). Opposing global with local is quite intuitive since the
former term ultimately refers to some kind of claim about the range of
forces operating across space. Typically, the local is either a discrete ele-
ment within that global range or simply a site or phenomenon subject to
global forces that are external to it.

This volume starts from the assumption that what is compelling about
the opposition global/local is what lies silently between: the structures and
relations that emerge through the intersection of social phenomena that
vary in range, as well as form. The point is to pull back the global/local
as though it were a husk comprising conceptual claims about what the
global and the local are, or about how they shape one another. What
should be exposed are the rich kernels of specific junctures joining diverse
structures, actors, ideas, practices, and institutions with varying ranges
in a common social and political frame. As the chapters in this volume
show, these frames can involve civil war, the generation of wealth, or the
protection of human rights.

As implied above, applying the label global, external, or foreign to
something makes sense to us only if it is contrasted with phenomena
that we might label local or national. Even in analyses of existentially
cross-boundary processes, such as transnational migrations, it is the re-
lationship to some place left or arrived at that is central.3 What is unique

3 See, for example, a recent edited volume on “transnationalism” and migrant communities,
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about this collection is that each chapter strives to identify specifically
how intersections form and operate; how they draw in and are shaped
by institutions as diverse as states, international organizations, NGOs,
transnational corporations, and national and local polities. These trans-
boundary formations defy simple classification as existing at one level of
analysis or another (local, national, or global). Sometimes they involve
networks reaching around the world from diamond mines in Angola to
the boards of trade in Antwerp. Other times they involve international are-
nas of discourse (for example, around human rights, the environment,
and development) within which various actors, local and global, vie to
set agendas, contest policies, and garner support. And at still other times
they involve systems of rule – often violent and exploitative – over enclaves
of territory involving state and private militias and transnational corpora-
tions. Occasionally, there may be direct intervention by external military
forces that may be sanctified by the norms advanced by international
organizations such as the UN. Some transboundary formations are seen
as instances of “intervention” while others are perceived to be the nat-
ural outgrowth of regular socio-economic and political interaction. This
volume deals with both and with the blurred line between them. The cen-
tral concern in this effort is to show how cross-boundary forces become
directly involved in the constitution of forms of order and authority in
various social and political contexts that can range from the local, translo-
cal, and national to the regional and transnational. The chapters seek to
address the question of how orders and authorities that shape social exis-
tence form and operate at specific sites within societies or across multiple
territories (in transboundary distribution systems, political alliances, or
social organizations). It is important to assess how cross-boundary forces
enter into these sites and contexts and with what consequences. These
orders and authorities – which are not necessarily based on legitimate
force or voluntary compliance – are not merely a function of activities of
central state governments. Competition and conflict between and among
both international and local NGOs are treated with the same seriousness
as the politics of concerted pressure by or on state officials. The drawing
up of life in towns into informal, sometimes illicit webs of distribution is
taken as seriously as formal, national markets. Connections between non-
governmental and state institutions, and between informal and formal
realms, are central to the kinds of orders that concern us in this volume.

whose editors state that their guiding concern is “to discern how this process (transnation-
alism) affects power relations, cultural constructions, economic interactions, and more
generally, social organization at the level of the locality.” Thus, one of the volume’s main
analytical themes is “the centrality of ‘locality’ in a historicized sense” (Guarnizo and
Smith 1998, 6).
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There is actually very little organized knowledge about how forms of
order and authority operating in specific contexts are shaped by and in
these junctures. Certainly there is no body of theory to turn to automati-
cally or a language to rely on to describe transboundary units of analysis,
besides general and often arbitrarily defined terms such as “transna-
tional,” “international,” or “global.” A related body of work, which is
applied to historical contexts, is contemporary (post-) colonial studies,
where the concern has been to understand the role of imperial power in
the construction of the order and authority of colonial states of one form
or another (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991; Mamdani 1996; Young 1994).

Questions about transboundary constructions of order and authority
in the post-colonial period have received less attention. The chapters
in this volume by Barnett, Cooper, and Latham deal in different ways
with some of the intellectual fallout from this gap. Post-colonial studies
have focused on the enduring, especially cultural, legacy of colonialism
for contemporary politics and society. While the problem of authority
– understood as Michael Barnett shows below, borrowing from Bruce
Lincoln (1994), to be a matter of who or what is able to establish a
presumptive right to speak or act – has figured meaningfully in post-
colonial studies, the problem of order itself has taken a less prominent
place. When it comes to the post-colonial period, authority, if anything, is
generally treated as though it has been unhinged from order.4 Authority
is now often seen as being embedded in discursive webs and the micro-
practices of particular agents. Order has become something of a dirty
word, associated with the Hobbesian (and, later, Huntingtonian) sense
in which order seemed to stand as an end in itself rather than as a means
to justice or what is now called human security or human development.
Order of this sort was understood as a stable system, national in reach
and conservative by design.5 We need not assume, however, that order
is by definition a territory-wide or national phenomenon. As this volume
will show, order can also be a transboundary phenomenon, though not
necessarily in a zero-sum relation to the national state. At the same time,
order can be situated in a locale or anchored in a particular domain such
as religion or finance. In all of these cases, it can also be transitory and
provisional. It is our contention that the term “order” should be used
to denote what is produced when groups and institutions attempt to
establish reproducible boundaries to what they do in the world, involving

4 Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson have recently examined the question of “cultural order,”
but are quick to dismiss its analytical utility (Gupta and Ferguson 1997a, 4).

5 The term “political order” developed by Samuel Huntington has recently been revived
in the literature on Africa, without such biases but as yet without much specificity. See
Goran Hyden (1999).
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specific people and places, social relations and practices, and mechanisms
and methods (violence, law, command, redistribution, etc.). When the
UN High Commission for Refugees establishes a refugee camp in some
locale it must establish who is a refugee and who is not, what it will do
for them and what it will not, and how it will do it or what the effects will
be if it does not.

Thus, the right to pronounce and act – to be authoritative – is not
just a function of circuits of discursive reproduction. It is inseparable
from order-making, however contingent or provisional. The chapters in
this volume treat authorities and orders not only as things to be discov-
ered, announced, or imposed, but as things that can be pursued, pro-
duced, and contested in often novel ways. Orders can emerge not only as
overt programs but as corollaries of the search for security, survival, or
wealth.

That order, especially local order, had dropped more or less from
analytical sight owes something as well to the post-World War II as-
sumption that it is whole sovereign states and societies that are drawn
into transboundary and external orders and authorities. Thus was born
dependency theory. External – or if you like global – forces were typi-
cally understood in the dependency framework either to emasculate the
possibility of real politics, of real sovereign leadership and governance,
or to render indigenous, authentic, or natural economic and social re-
lations inoperative. Ministries and presidents do not “really” rule, and
markets are shot through with outside goods and extractions. One ver-
sion of the dependency perspective underscored that “real” politics and
authenticity were illusions from the start, not least because they were con-
stituted from the very start by external forces. In this extreme version,
real agency and autonomy on the part of local actors (politicians, “com-
prador” capitalists, and the masses) become impossible because of global
capitalism.6

Cardoso and Faletto (1979) offered a correction to the strand of de-
pendency analysis that focused on how local economic life was drawn
up into international capitalist structures. They insisted that analysis also
needed to be thrown into reverse, with a focus on the specific dynamics
and history of local political-economic relations.7 This call was heeded,
but far too infrequently.8

6 For a recent and critical reflection on underdevelopment and dependency theory by an
influential contributor to the approach as it was applied to Africa, see Leys (1996).

7 The parallel within colonial studies was the emphasis, associated with John Gallagher and
Ronald Robinson (1953), on what happened outside of metropoles and cores.

8 One important example of doing so regarding Africa is Bayart (1993) whose concept of
“extraversion” is discussed below. Other examples from Latin America include Bergquist
(1986) and Coronil (1997).
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While it is true that external forces have received increasing atten-
tion in the social sciences and humanities, they often serve only as a
background context from which a scholar can select the actors of in-
terest to him or her (merchant, missionary, soldier, or diplomat). In
such analyses, cross-boundary relations and processes are merely drawn
from external contexts (see for example, Buell 1994). This volume seeks
to help rectify this situation by focusing on transboundary formations.
However, it does not start from any single perspective fixing the types
of transboundary formations that are the most crucial to investigate.
The authors instead center their chapters on the particular configu-
rations of forces and processes relevant to their cases. The resulting
diversity of transboundary phenomena examined in this volume – for
example, illicit networks, social movements, intervening states, inter-
national financial institutions, NGOs, militias, and multinational cor-
porations – have received varying degrees of attention in international
relations, history, and the fields that have been central to area stud-
ies (see the chapters by Barnett, Cooper, and Kassimir this volume).
However, questions about how they produce order and authority have
generally been overlooked. Consider the well-studied subject of local and
transnational social movements, which are seen as central to the politics
of globalization (Smith et al. 1997; and Obi this volume). Numerous
studies exist of how groups organize on a worldwide basis to contest state
and international policies, or of how organizations can emerge, even just
locally, in reaction to practices and pressures from forces identified as
global.9 However, serious questions have not even been raised yet about
whether or how such movements actually shape and produce order and
authority not simply in the international realm but in communities and
political institutions within and across a variety of territories. The chap-
ters in this book should prompt readers to consider why these questions
matter.

Transboundary formations and Africa

While this volume’s authors focus on African examples, the relevance of
these questions is not limited to the region of the globe often labeled as
the most extreme in lacking “political order” and which stands as the
exemplar of a new form of global “disorder” (Kaplan 1994). We wit-
ness various permutations from Central Asia to Southeast Asia, from the
Balkans to the druglord-dominated regions of Latin America. There are,
however, several advantages to examining transboundary formations in

9 For a recent survey, see Keck and Sikkink (1998).
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Africa. Since the end of the Cold War, many African countries, especially
in Central Africa as described above and parts of West Africa, are viewed
as “failing” or “collapsed” states (Zartman 1995). As with the Congo,
they have become sites for external intervention, refugee “management,”
armed conflict, economic extraction, and political engineering. Follow-
ing on earlier models of relief aid, development assistance, and structural
adjustment, there is now a diverse set of mechanisms for intervention by
the “international community” in the continent – peacekeeping, post-
conflict reconstruction, democratization, building of civil societies, envi-
ronmental preservation, and coping with special diseases, for example.
Beyond the international community, there has been a proliferation of a
variety of institutions, many of them new, others reconfigured – private
security companies and arms dealers, missionary organizations, NGOs,
and multinational firms that operate under different logics and in differ-
ent contexts than their predecessors. Longstanding trading networks now
not only cross national borders, but reach into diaspora communities in
New York, Paris, and elsewhere.

The scope and diversity of these forms of intervention and connec-
tion make Africa a particularly trenchant place not only for viewing the
intersection of “the global and the local,” but also for revealing the as-
sumptions and folk theories that various international actors have with
regard to the way orders and authorities “work” in Africa. The region
thus provides an arena for recording and analyzing how these institutions
and networks become insinuated in political structures and relations “on
the ground.”

Political analysis of Africa has typically treated the kinds of linkages, for-
mations, and processes that this book highlights in one of two ways. First,
large parts of the academic literature have either ignored transboundary
phenomena or treated them as residual to the states and populations that
are affected by them, help to create them, or use them for their own pur-
poses. Ironically, this is particularly true for parts of the literature that
focus on various “transitions” that are presumed to be under way in
Africa, such as economic liberalization, democratization, and the growth
of civil society.10 The approach advanced in this volume seeks to prob-
lematize the implication that the links between international and local
realms can only be encompassed through the lens of international re-
lations theory or the classic dualism of state and civil society. We are

10 For exceptions, see Aina (1997), van de Walle (1999), and Mkandawire (1999). In an
influential volume on the role of civil society in state reform and political transition
(Harbeson et al. 1994), only the chapters by Guyer and Callaghy treat the international
dimensions of, and constraints upon, African civil societies as central to the latter’s
political role.
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suggesting that these linkages cannot be automatically subsumed by the
macro-categories of state, civil society, and international community.

Second, in other parts of the literature which have been more attuned to
transboundary phenomena, states appear to fade rapidly into a pale back-
ground – seen as actors no longer relevant to African realities, accounted
for by failure or sheer lack of presence (e.g. Forrest 1998). Undergird-
ing this perspective is the observation that African states have never been
very close to the model of the Weberian, “modern” state assumed by
much of the literature, especially in international relations. The general
conclusion reached is that African post-colonial states have been long on
juridical sovereignty and weak on empirical sovereignty (Jackson 1990).
This gap in authority and presence is typically assumed to be filled by
either patrimonial networks or communal leadership and not the vari-
ety of transboundary formations discussed in this volume. This volume
underscores that it is important not to overlook the range of actors, pro-
cesses, and forces that are driving political realities in Africa;11 or to
underestimate the degree to which states are bound up in transboundary
formations along with a wide variety of non-state actors.

Transboundary formations, states, and the global context
of “extraversion”

One way to understand how states have been bound up in transbound-
ary formations is through what Jean-François Bayart (1993) has called
strategies of “extraversion.” Rulers build relationships largely with non-
African states, transnational corporations, and international organiza-
tions as ways of surviving and compensating for their weak empirical
stateness. These extraversions have altered over time as African and exter-
nal conditions have changed. Individual states have used them in different
ways: first, to stabilize or strengthen themselves, sometimes after serious
decline (Uganda, Mozambique); second, to slow decline by deflecting
certain kinds of challenges, often from non-state transboundary forma-
tions (Nigeria, Kenya); or third, to manage decline (Angola, Cameroon,
both Congos, Chad, and Sierra Leone) while attempting to carve out
new orders that might benefit those who control the increasingly hollow
state.

Extraversion is a strategic disposition of state leaders in relation to
both their domestic spaces and their international realm. When this strat-
egy produces specific structures of order and authority, a transboundary

11 An excellent, recent study of those processes and forces that overcomes that risk is
Clapham (1996).
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formation of one form or another is likely in operation. As Reno’s chapter
shows, for example, where empirical stateness has significantly weakened,
certain types of transboundary formations that may create quite violent
forms of order and extraction enter into play. Yet we know from the chap-
ters by Schmitz and Callaghy that occasionally more benign outcomes can
be seen in the formations that coalesce in areas such as human rights and
debt relief.

The chapters in this volume also demonstrate that, over the course of
the post-colonial period, extraversion strategies have increasingly spread
to non-state actors and social movements.12 This happens in a conjunc-
ture where processes of state decline occur at the same time that inter-
national organizations and NGOs assert or respond to perceived new
needs in Africa that they claim they can do something about – human
rights, refugees, debt, environmental concerns, and the spread of various
diseases. As Kassimir and others illustrate, African non-state, “societal”
actors have turned increasingly to extraversion strategies as a way of man-
aging their fraying socio-economic situations and asserting new claims on
resources, claims to authority, and claims for representation.

The volume’s chapters quite vividly demonstrate that relations between
states and non-state institutions should not be presumed as zero-sum
in nature, although, under certain circumstances, this may be the case.
Transboundary formations initiated by non-state actors can coexist with
weakening states, possibly leading to slower decline or, conversely, to
partial stabilization (see Roitman this volume). As Reno shows, they may
also help to determine winners in “countries” that face major factional
struggles or civil wars. This may produce significant overlapping and in-
termingling of various forms of order that result from even quite narrow
and temporary transboundary interactions, as Latham illustrates. State as
well as non-state organizations may operate in more than one transbound-
ary formation in quite effective, if often not benign, ways (see chapters
by Nordstrom and Roitman this volume).

In this sense, both African and non-African states, or parts of them,
can be drawn into transboundary formations in ways that are unexpected
and have unintended consequences. With regard to the latter, many non-
African states are now much more leery of becoming part of certain
types of transterritorial deployments described by Latham – mostly in-
terventionist, order-oriented ones – while continuing to be involved in
others, such as those relating to economic reform, democratization, and
“building” civil societies. In some cases, state-oriented transboundary

12 For discussions on extraversion and religious institutions in Africa, see Bayart (1989a),
Gifford (1998, ch. 7), and Kassimir’s contribution to this volume.
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formations have succeeded in strengthening the capabilities of some states
(Ghana, Uganda, Mozambique), especially on the economic side. Even
here, however, “donor fatigue” continues to takes its toll as these cases
remain relatively few in number.

In thinking through the origins and consequences of transboundary
formations in Africa, we must take care not to get too carried away
with a focus on purely “global – local” interactions. As several of the
chapters show, transboundary formations do not have to be primar-
ily composed of external (non-African) institutions or actors. They can
also be the result of largely transnational regional adaptations, which
may then develop external ties (see Roitman, Reno, and Nordstrom in
this volume). Especially on the non-state side, the tendency is to view
transboundary formations as being generated largely externally. But sev-
eral of the chapters underscore the point that regional transboundary
formations emerge out of local institutions. At first they may be trans-
boundary within the regional context, but eventually they may develop a
variety of external linkages – to transnational religious movements or in-
ternational market networks in weapons, drugs, and people, for example.
Many of the emerging order-creating regional transboundary formations
may be forged initially by the intersection of non-state institutions. In
some cases (Liberia, Somalia, Sierra Leone, for example), the “order”
they impose has a distinctly malign character and no developmental
potential.

But in other emergent regional transboundary formations, African
states play a major role. This is most dramatically apparent in several over-
lapping transboundary formations that may be emerging from Africa’s
first major inter-state war unfolding in Central Africa, with which we
started this chapter. While this war originated in local and regional con-
flicts in the Great Lakes region, most of the actors have increasingly
developed external linkages to states, international organizations, firms,
and global markets (Reno this volume, and Callaghy forthcoming).

New transboundary formations may not be, as Roitman argues, sove-
reign in any traditional sense, certainly juridical or even ideational, but
they often constitute quite viable “regulatory authorities.” They may
overlap relatively comfortably with existing states, but, as they become
more coherent and are able to approach higher levels of control over
resources, people, and territory, their status may take on a zero-sum
quality in regard to the juridical states on whose territory they oper-
ate. But the potential zero-sum quality of these new regulatory author-
ities may pertain for some domains of what are conventionally seen as
state functions (provision of security, economic management), but not
others.
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The institutional diversity within transboundary
formations

As we have noted, transboundary formations, and the institutions that
shape them, have grown in number and type. A point of departure for
this volume is the recognition of the wide range of institutions shaping
order and exercising authority in Africa.

Institutional diversity has, of course, been a hallmark of Western theo-
ries of pluralism that highlight the role of civil society in the political realm.
Foucault – by building on the kinds of insights provided by Max Weber
and Antonio Gramsci, and by undertaking specific histories – made clear
that in modernity institutions such as professional associations could also
be authoritative shapers of social orders. However, both the pluralists and
Foucault took for granted that a formal, neo-Weberian state would be
central to politics and governance, serving as the predominant, author-
itative underwriter of order (for Foucault, through law, knowledge, and
violence). The authors of this volume are forced to relax this assumption
and thereby treat the myriad of institutions they study in Africa as pro-
ducers of forms of order and authority that involve states in uneven and
often problematic ways.

The diversity of institutions drawn into analysis across the chapters
of this book vary along two basic dimensions. On the one side, there
is the classic distinction between those institutions that are part of, or
directly (re)produced by, the state and those that are not. On the other,
we introduce a less conventional distinction: juridical and non-juridical
institutions. We use the term juridical to designate that an institution’s
existence rests on some form of legal expression, such as a constitution
or charter that is accorded recognition by other institutions and groups
operating as legal entities. Put together, these two dimensions produce
the following institutional map presented in Figure 1.1.

Figure 1.1 is meant to underscore that the four institutional fields
are quite proximate to and apt to intersect with one another in the
ways mentioned throughout this introduction and the chapters that fol-
low. This emphasis is important, since all too often we have been faced
with the assumption either that the juridical dimensions of states are the
only places to look when analyzing structures of order and authority, or
that when states are apparently incapable of living up to the Weberian
ideal type, “real” authority lies in other institutions. While there may
be empirical examples that approximate either of these extremes, pat-
terns of authority in Africa and elsewhere for the most part feature dense
inter-connections of institutions and hybrid formations. These institu-
tions may have their own relatively autonomous (even if contradictory)
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Figure 1.1 Mapping institutional diversity.

logics, but it is only through the juncture points that we can understand
how people’s everyday lives are or are not ordered, how local security is
constructed or ruptured, and what possibilities exist for the representation
of identities and interests when the audiences for such claims are often
fragmented, opaque, or unaccountable. It is precisely because so many
institutions are drawn up into global, transnational, or other cross-border
webs of activities that we refer to these juncture points as transboundary
formations.

The introduction of the juridical/non-juridical distinction is critical in
capturing the complexities of order and authority. Indeed, while much
scholarship recognizes the existence of non-juridical arenas and institu-
tions (e.g. “parallel” or “informal” economies), most studies of African
politics continue to treat states and civil societies in the juridical realm
as discrete units of analysis. Institutional innovations in the non-juridical
realm are often dismissed as unfortunate pathologies, or alternatively
celebrated as examples of local invention, while the connections between
them and juridical institutions are considered, if at all, in an ad hoc man-
ner. For example, and as some observers and the chapters in this volume
point out, state institutions and the actors populating them are embedded
not only in the juridical realm, but also in a wide range of non-juridical
informal or illegal political and economic arenas and practices (e.g. Reno
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1995). A customs official in a lonely border outpost may also be a central
node in a smuggling network; a member of parliament may be the most
public face in a gray zone of patron – client ties; a defense ministry official
may be a principal mobilizer of a private militia. “State power,” to the de-
gree it exists, might sometimes best be understood from a vantage point
that encompasses the intersection of juridical and non-juridical realms
(see Obi, Reno, and Roitman this volume).

The juridical/non-juridical distinction also provides much greater
depth to our understanding of the political possibilities of non-state in-
stitutions. Non-state, juridical institutions include those organizations
that much conventional analysis labels as “civil society” (see Kassimir
this volume). The international equivalent would involve entities such
as international NGOs and advocacy networks and is sometimes la-
beled “global civil society” (see Callaghy and Schmitz this volume). Yet,
as Schmitz shows, these institutions are quite often connected to non-
juridical realms, patronage systems, ethnic networks, or “non-civil”
protest movements. In Kenya, the most visible (juridical) human rights
organizations are linked (and, perhaps even more critically, are perceived
to be linked) to those (non-juridical) ethnic groups that have been denied
access to state power. A similar connection between social movements
that make rights claims and ethnic-based mobilization can be observed
in the conflict over oil extraction in the Niger Delta. In addition, as Obi
demonstrates in his chapter, peaceful protests, secessionist claims, and
violent acts of sabotage against Western oil companies and the Nigerian
state cannot be neatly compartmentalized into discrete “civil” and “un-
civil” components of local resistance, not to mention the obvious con-
nections between “private” transnational corporations and the juridical
and non-juridical arms of the Nigerian state.

The volume’s chapters analyze how domestic institutions that are
either juridical (Callaghy, Obi, Schmitz) or non-juridical (Reno,
Roitman, Nordstrom) are enmeshed in translocal and transnational net-
works through which ideas about human rights, neo-liberal economic the-
ories, diamonds, arms, and foreign aid flow. In his contribution, Latham
makes a distinction between such networks and transterritorial deploy-
ments where “external” forces are physically present within a domes-
tic setting. These deployments can take either juridical or non-juridical
form. Juridical forms include transnational corporations, development
agencies, and peacekeeping troops. Non-juridical forms include syndi-
cates and trading diaspora conducting illegal commerce and rebel forces
penetrating neighboring territories. What is unique about the chapters
here is not only their concern with exploring how these networks and de-
ployments are imbricated with one another, with communities, and with
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other locally based institutions such as towns, but also their concern with
how states figure into this mix. In this conjuncture, forms of social exis-
tence are shaped in often transitory orders, and more formal modes of
authority are exercised by institutions such as the UN and international
financial institutions (see Barnett, Latham, Callaghy).

Our chapters show in rich detail the diversity of processes that cross
boundaries. For instance, international financial institution policies on
debt are revised by coalitions of debt forgiveness movements and eco-
nomic experts (Callaghy); diamonds are traded both for weapons that
fuel civil wars and for contraband which then figures into the survival
strategies of street children (Nordstrom, Reno). International norms and
discourses are appropriated in local political struggles – e.g. human rights
and environmentalism (Obi); invoked in order to gain access to juridical
and economic resources – e.g. sovereignty (Reno, Callaghy); and repu-
diated in the face of civil conflict – e.g., rules of war (Nordstrom, Reno).
At each of these points of intersection, configurations of power emerge
that are at once “global” and “local.” None of the chapters offers any-
thing like a model for comparing across specific instances, but by fo-
cusing on transboundary formations they help create an analytical basis
for comparison. Many of the authors argue, implicitly or explicitly, that
formal institutional changes in regime (democratization) and economy
(marketization) occur in the shadow of these structures, and thus efforts
to promote juridical reforms ignore these chains of political and social
intersection at their peril.

Around these intersections, the themes of violence and representation
recur throughout the volume. The monopoly of legitimate violence that
is seen as a critical marker of the juridical Weberian state appears as
a chimera in most of the cases offered here. Vigilante groups and civil
defense forces emerge to provide local order in the context of civil war,
while external peacekeeping missions may attempt the same on a national
level (Barnett this volume; Herbst 1996; Richards 1996); paramilitary
groups, private security firms, and mercenary armies provide protection
for mineral extraction and forge military-commercial networks (Roitman,
Nordstrom, Reno); militias encouraged by state officials engage in ethnic
cleansing and in attempts to derail political reform (Schmitz); and na-
tional armies provide security to multinational firms, acting against their
own citizens in the process (Obi). Violence, both legitimate and illegit-
imate, and order, both brutal and just, are imposed by a wide range of
“local” institutions, but rarely without connections to state officials and
transboundary forces. Again, this points to the overlaps between the state
and non-state, juridical and non-juridical. Vigilante groups and militias
(that are non-state and non-juridical) are typically linked to components
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of the state apparatus. And these linkages change over time, as Roitman
and Reno demonstrate.

How are local identities and interests voiced and represented under
such conditions? Again, here we must relax the assumption, handed down
to us by the juridical state model, that representational claims are made
to a state which provides order, promulgates and implements rules for
the allocation of resources, and asserts a national purpose. In addition,
and as Kassimir argues in his chapter, many non-state, juridical institu-
tions can be seen not only as “representers” of societal interests to the
state, but also as authority-claiming and order-making agents in their
own right. Many of our chapters show the multiple faces of the institu-
tions making representational claims and the increasing diversity of the
audiences toward whom such claims are directed. International financial
institutions (Callaghy) and NGOs (Callaghy, Schmitz, Obi) are drawn
up into local politics of representation, especially in the cases where state
officials are deaf to many representational claims. Latham, Barnett, and
Callaghy discuss the problems of accountability of international institu-
tions that emerge in such interactions. More broadly, if non-state institu-
tions are themselves not simply representing societal groups but also part
of the construction of order and authority, we need to understand how
these organizations and their leaders become the targets for appeals by
various social forces (Kassimir, Barnett, Obi). But in those localities
where state and/or non-state forces either provide a brutal form of or-
der or have interests in maintaining disorder, representation becomes
increasingly problematic (Nordstrom, Obi) or infinitely more complex
(Roitman). In the cases presented by Reno and Nordstrom, questions of
who represents which social groups are virtually erased under the weight
of violent collective institutions (state and non-state) with no stake in ac-
countability, while Roitman, in discussing paramilitary commercial net-
works in the Chad Basin, suggests that certain forms of reciprocity can
develop between such networks and at least some parts of local popula-
tions. In all cases, even when the state is no longer a major presence, as
an imagined force or a reference point it does not disappear from repre-
sentational politics.

We started this introduction with the vivid tale of two countries in Cen-
tral Africa, which raises many of the themes and questions central to
this volume. After assessing the intellectual context in which these issues
are typically discussed, we laid out the conceptual basis for investigating
them using the notion of transboundary formations. The rest of the vol-
ume will expand on this discussion. It is divided into five parts, the first
of which focuses on “Historical Dimensions and Intellectual Context,”
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with chapters by Fred Cooper and Michael Barnett. A second part ex-
plores “Theoretical Frameworks” through chapters by Robert Latham
and Ronald Kassimir. Parts III and IV examine empirical manifestations
of transboundary formations in Africa: Part III, “Transboundary Net-
works, International Institutions, States, and Civil Societies,” has chap-
ters by Thomas Callaghy, Hans Peter Schmitz, and Cyril Obi, while Part
IV, on “Political Economies of Violence and Authority,” contains chapters
by William Reno, Carolyn Nordstrom, and Janet Roitman. The volume
ends with a chapter by Kassimir and Latham, which reviews where we
have been and where we might go in analyzing transboundary formations
and their relationship to order and authority in Africa and beyond.



Part I

Historical dimensions and intellectual
context





2 Networks, moral discourse, and history

Frederick Cooper

This chapter is a historian’s reflection on connections across time and
space and on the relationship of those connections to what is imaginable
politically. Fifty years ago, to take one example, a colony was a perfectly
ordinary political structure. Before the nineteenth century, slavery was
a normal social category. Colonization and slavery are no longer polit-
ically imaginable; they have been consigned to the past. It took a great
deal of work over many decades to make it that way, not least the mo-
bilization of geographically dispersed movements. Colonized people and
slaves certainly played crucial roles in their own liberation, but not sim-
ply by acting within their categories. And if the movements involved elite
emancipators seeking to keep their privileges while purifying their soci-
eties of well-defined evils, they did not have the power to define issues
as they would, or to maintain the boundaries of debate across time and
space. Antislavery and anticolonial movements were not organizations of
the already like-minded, but rather intersections of different sorts of peo-
ple with different sorts of motivations and interests, whose overlapping
viewpoints crystallized around particular ways of framing an issue. But if
slavery or colonialism became unimaginable, other forms of exploitation,
humiliation, and abuse did not. These movements were extensive, but
not global, and if they developed moralistic discourses in universalistic
language, the universe was in fact particular, with its own set of inclusions
and exclusions.

How does one analyze changes in what is imaginable and possible over
a long period of time and across a large space? This chapter approaches
that question by juxtaposing, over time, the relationship of structures
to networks to discourses. Structures such as states and empires, net-
works such as commodity chains and transnational human rights mo-
bilizing efforts, and discourses such as free labor ideology and human
rights doctrines shape each other. Over time – sometimes long periods
of time – these intersections have consequences which cannot be under-
stood by an analysis that limits itself to one of these dimensions. But
these relationships are complex. How do mobilizations create networks
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and shape discourses that in turn redefine norms, perceptions of com-
monality and difference, and visions of what is politically possible? How
do discourses give cohesion to networks and how do networks influence
institutions that can make and enforce policy? Whose voices influence
discourses and are supported by networks? How do networks establish
inclusions and exclusions and what sorts of discourses reinforce those
patterns?1

Studying transnational networks, arenas, and deployments – to use
Robert Latham’s terminology – offers possibilities for getting beyond
some of the conceptual difficulties in much scholarship today. First is
a widely used distinction between a “global” that is far more global in
talk than it is in actuality and a “local” that is not nearly so local in re-
ality as it is in the texts of social scientists. Second is the assertion that
the era of “globalization” is the present one – the last quarter or third of
the twentieth century onwards. It does not help to assume a dichotomous
choice between studying “flows” that link everything with everything and
neatly bounded structures or between a past of territories and a present of
deterritorialization; scholars need to analyze long-distance connections
over long periods of time with more precision (Cooper 2001).

I will, later in this chapter, look at a related series of shifts that oc-
curred over a very long time, involving transnational issue networks (Keck
and Sikkink 1998) which succeeded in making slavery, colonialism, and
apartheid into debatable issues when they once had been taken for
granted. This contestation took place within a transcontinental space that
was neither global nor local and which was marked by the intersection
of institutions, networks, and discourses – the Atlantic economy and the

1 I am using network in a loose sense, although I am aware that this word is used in a highly
formalized way. My interest is in forms of affiliation and association that are less defined
than a “structure” but more than just a collection of individuals engaging in transactions.
Networks are organizations which stress voluntary and reciprocal patterns of communica-
tion and exchange, which if not necessarily “horizontal” are not fully controlled by vertical
systems of authority. A network could be a collection of diverse people who agree enough
about a single issue to act collectively, or it could be a set of people – with or without prior
affiliation – who develop linkages across space, for a common purpose (trading), to follow
for a time a particular leader (a gang). Networks produce commonality as much as they
reflect it. There was discussion at the Florence workshop of the relationship of networks
to social movements, but I would argue that each term has its place. The social movement
concept assumes a “social” around which a movement develops. That may not be the case
with a network, although a network may well turn into a social movement if its members
become convinced that they constitute a collectivity. A network may or may not have
ideological contents; it may consist of people with a set of strong commitments, or it may
deepen and reconfigure the commitments participants have; it may be built around a set
of norms, yet as its interactions work out areas of commonality and disagreement, it may
define and redefine a normative framework. I have less at stake in the term network than
in an effort to explore forms of connection, especially their relationship to institutions
and to discourses.
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colonial empires created out of European expansion from the fifteenth
century onward.

Elusive connections

Social scientists of many stripes have trouble dealing with connections.
History is organized around particular places and times, anthropology
around particular peoples, political science around institutions and states,
economics around transactions, sociology around population groups.
The concept of “network” has flitted into and out of social science, and
other linking concepts – such as diaspora – have been evoked more than
they have been theorized.

The network concept has certainly been an available one in the social
sciences. Anthropologists such as J. Clyde Mitchell, whose work grew out
of the “situational” school of the 1950s and 1960s, realized that African
migrants to cities moved between one set of structures and another and
that the process of using and forging connections required as much
analysis as the situations found at either end (Mitchell 1969; Mitchell
and Boissevain 1973). Sociologists trace personal linkages within par-
ticular settings and how “identities” crystallize at certain nodes within
networks (White 1992). Studies of diasporas have become fashionable,
in Jewish and African American Studies for example, and there is now
even a journal of that title, along with several devoted to the study of
migration.

But if one can easily grasp the importance of the analysis of spatial
connections, why have they not been better institutionalized in different
disciplines? Let me start with my own – history. In the United States,
at least, history departments function by a kind of tacit agreement that
divides the world by place and time, acknowledging the legitimacy of each
unit. Such a division allows for the main business at hand – allocating
jobs – to be conducted in relative peace and it allows for considerable
theoretical variety, as long as each historian has plenty of footnotes to
primary sources, although it does not necessarily encourage a great deal
of critical interchange across the lines. This treaty system even allows
for a degree of change, so that a field such as African history could be
absorbed relatively easily into departments, perhaps after disputes at the
margins, but without forcing everybody to rethink his or her disciplinary
position. Historians are well aware that history does not actually fit these
compartments – that some of the most interesting questions are to be
asked about connections across space as well as time – but that recognition
has affected the hiring process least of all. If a historian has the temerity
to study both ends of a migratory process or a phenomenon such as a
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transoceanic trade route or comparisons of similar processes in different
places, it is wise to have a regional base, and preferably tenure.

Economics in the United States is at the other extreme of theoreti-
cal conformacy, but the theory in question conceives of the “global” as
an aggregation of individual transactions rather than as a phenomenon
of networks, and it encourages research into data sets defined by units
which habitually collect them, so that individuals are typically aggre-
gated by state. There is no such thing as “field economics” that could
uncover how diasporic trading communities or executives of interna-
tional banks actually operate. Anthropologists helped to open network
analysis, but – despite some strong pleas to the contrary (Gupta 1992;
Malkki 1994) – the discipline values context-rich, site-specific research,
which makes the following of people over space (on time schedules ac-
ceptable to Ph.D. committees) a risky endeavor. Anthropology has of
late been seduced by evocations of “the global” (Appadurai 1996), but
much less by actual investigation into the long-distance but none the less
bounded processes that cut across space. Political science has an entire
wing devoted to international relations, but it tends to take its name lit-
erally and treat nation-states as units of analysis, making it harder to see
the varying forms in which connections are made.2 It is far from clear
whether the profession would value the kind of empirical study necessary
to unravel a long-distance network or show how linguistic frameworks
through which people perceive and articulate interests are shaped and
reshaped.

Neither economics’ ultra-modernist emphasis on individual choice nor
postmodernist anthropology’s vision of constructions, flows, and indeter-
minacies gets very far in examining the specificities of connections. All the
social sciences are much better at positing different units – individuals,
transactions, and states – in relation to some kind of totality, the world in
a geographic sense or a more abstract container for universalistic proposi-
tions. The elusive area is between unitizing and totalizing levels, in forms
of connection that are spatially spread out but still spatially bounded, in
linkages that embrace many people – including people who differ in lan-
guage, citizenship, or other fundamental characteristics – but which are
none the less particularistic in membership.

The second difficulty in today’s thinking about the “local” and the
“global” has to do with its time dimension. There has been a great deal

2 Sociology has a more consistent record of interest in networks (Granovetter 1973; Powell
1990), but it is not clear, to an outsider, at least, whether such work rivals the influence
of that which emphasizes “solidarities” of various sorts: class, ethnicity, race, nationality,
or more inclusively and more problematically “identity.” On the problems of the latter
construct, see Brubaker and Cooper (2000).
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of talk about the late twentieth century as the age of globalization – an
era of rapid movement across the globe, in which territorially defined
states have less and less place, in which the connections of individu-
als and institutions are fragmented, in which commodities, money, and
ideas circulate independently of each other. There is no question that
much has happened in recent decades along these lines, but a histo-
rian is bound to wonder whether this is really a unique period in world
history for any reason other than the fact that those currently writing
happen to live in it. Electronic communication is fast and wonderful,
but is the break which the Internet and the Web have brought about
anything like as revolutionary as the invention of the telegraph, which
for the first time made it possible for a message to move over long dis-
tances instantly and independently of a messenger? Boundary cross-
ing in its many forms is as old as boundaries, and as The Economist
never tires of reporting, the period in world history when state bud-
gets represented the largest proportion of world GNP is right now. Not
surprisingly, globalization talk is by now producing reactions, some mak-
ing the quite sane proposition that territorial structures have long been
defined and redefined in relation to changing patterns of transnational
economic relations and political structures (e.g. Brenner 1997; Hirst and
Thompson 1996).

The peculiar history of global interaction: slavery
and antislavery

In the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Iberian navigators and
traders brought Asia, Africa, and the Americas into relation with Europe
and with each other. The slave trade was central to the transformation of
both productive and commercial relations. These relationships did more
than exchange surplus production – as did other long-distance exchange
networks – but changed the ways in which production was constituted.
This violent and horrific commerce also became the focus of what might
well be the world’s first transnational issue network – the antislavery move-
ment. The world became not only a unit of economic ambition and quests
for political domination, but a unit of moral discourse.

The kind of exercise that supposedly reveals how interactive patterns
of consumption and production are in the late twentieth century works
quite nicely for eighteenth-century Jamaica. A Jamaican slave would have
been bought on the west coast of Africa in exchange for iron bars pro-
duced in England; these bars would have moved along African trade
routes far inland in the continent, serving as a form of money in a long-
distance commercial system as well as entering into the production of iron



28 Frederick Cooper

tools and encouraging war machines that would produce more slaves.
African slave traders on the west coast might become Christian and take
up parts of European material culture, while in the interior or on the
east coast they might become Muslim, make the pilgrimage to Mecca,
and support networks of religious scholars. Meanwhile, the Jamaican
slave would consume dried fish from a wide network of Caribbean and
Atlantic fishermen and agricultural commodities from North America,
while producing sugar. The slave’s owner would live amidst European-
produced luxury items and regard himself as part of European civilization
– and indeed might well live in London while entrusting supervision of
the estate to hired Europeans and mixed-race supervisors. The sugar
would be consumed in England, as part of the intake of calories and
stimulants necessary to keep a budding industrial labor force at work for
long hours at low cost (Mintz 1985). Those wage workers would trans-
form cotton grown by slaves in North America into textiles, affecting
Anglo-American social and political relations as well as economic ones.
Industrial products would contribute to the possibilities for a European
working class to live via purchased commodities and would enter colonial
markets in India as well as Africa. The capital generated in this process
would deepen the circuits described here and allow for the development of
new ones.

One need not buy the argument of Eric Williams (1944) – that the
slave trade financed the industrial revolution – to accept the simpler point
that capitalist development in England and slavery in the colonies grew
up together and were deeply intertwined. One should accept the point
of C.L.R. James (1938) that the organizational innovations of capitalist
production – massed laborers working as gangs under supervision,
clearly defined time-discipline in agriculture and processing, year-round
planning of tasks, control over residential as well as productive space –
were pioneered on Caribbean sugar estates as much as in English
factories.

Slavery was not new. What was new was the scale, and what made that
possible was the interrelationship of Africa, Europe, and the Americas.
African rulers, slave traders on the Atlantic, merchants in the West Indies,
planters in the Americas, and industrialists in England were caught in a
relentless logic that drove expansion of the system into the nineteenth
century. This connected world was not literally global: China was at the
center of another set of commercial linkages, and in many parts of the
world, other networks retained considerable autonomy, even if they were
connected at certain nodal points to the Atlantic one that had developed
from European expansion (Pomeranz 2000). Such interfaces would re-
main points of tension; some still are in the sense that total incorporation
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or subordination to a “global” world economy has not quite happened.3

But a combination of money and connections created enormously wide
sets of linkages in Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Americas by the eigh-
teenth century.

One could pursue the argument to examine the ways in which
geographic and cultural difference was defined and redefined as the vo-
racious Atlantic system encountered and exploited people who came
from different places. Such discourses were an important part of this
history. But let us turn instead to the end of the eighteenth century
and the beginning of the nineteenth, when slavery, which since the time
of the Ancient Greeks had given rise to unease and misgivings, finally
became the object of coherent and organized critique, when an anti-
slavery movement began. One might argue that this was the ancestor
of the movements we are talking about today – using a universalistic
language, making an appeal about the humanity of people who are “dif-
ferent,” acknowledging the moral implication of people in one place in
the fate befalling people in another. The antislavery movement was a
precedent of another sort: a universalistic moral discourse is used to
tell other people how to behave, not acknowledging the particularis-
tic uses to which universality is being put. Antislavery is part of the
history of European imperialism in Africa as well as of European self-
criticism.

The history of antislavery movements is a long story, but it is worth
looking at its relationship to issues of power, space, and cultural partic-
ularity. David Brion Davis (1975) has complicated the argument of Eric
Williams that slavery was discarded when it no longer served capitalism
by showing that it was the ideological incompatibility of slavery and cap-
italism – not an economic contradiction – that gave rise to a powerful
movement to rid British capitalism of its evil twin. The moral superiority
of wage labor was very much in question in England itself in the late
eighteenth century, where wage laborers were not convinced they should
be left to the mercies of the market. British elites could hardly make a
case for why market discipline was more virtuous than community and
paternalism when their compatriots were insisting that slavery was just
as good economically and morally. English antislavery movements had
working-class as well as upper-class support, but the version of antislav-
ery which triumphed with the ending of the British slave trade in 1807
and slavery in British colonies in 1834 was a relatively conservative one,

3 Much as world system theory calls attention to the development at a particular time of
such interactions, it tends to assume that they actually spanned the world and then bases
its analysis on the presumed functionality of this presumedly world system. See the critical
reflections in Cooper et al. (1993).
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which defined a sharply bounded evil, slavery, and implicitly legitimated
other forms of labor discipline.

We need to pause to make clear the connection of structures, networks,
and discourses in the development of antislavery. The argument depends
on thinking of capitalism as a complex, “thick,” institutionally developed
system. Concepts such as private property and institutions such as courts
were vital to its continued functioning, and elites devoted much energy
to thinking how coherent, how natural, how legitimate capitalist social
relations appeared to be. It was in the course of thickening this institu-
tional nexus that issue networks developed which tried to push discourse
in certain directions – some to defend concepts of community under as-
sault by an increasingly harsh market, some to justify the workings of
the impersonal market, some to emphasize the continued legitimacy of a
landed elite, some to bring subtly shifting religious norms into harmony
with changing social relations. These conflicting mobilizations and dis-
courses were contested and sorted out over a long period of time and
through very complex processes. The near-simultaneous passage of the
New Poor Law – which escalated official control over the marginal work-
ing class – and the emancipation of colonial slaves in the early 1830s
marked the triumph of a discourse that emphasized both free labor and
labor discipline, reinforced through institutions in the metropole (poor
houses, labor market regulations) and in the colonies (rural magistrates,
naval patrols interdicting slaving vessels).

The antislavery movement took off in the United States in the 1830s,
but it was at this time a largely Anglo-American affair. Attempts to
mobilize in France, Spain, and elsewhere found support among peo-
ple who saw themselves as part of a pan-European bourgeoisie, but the
second-tier capitalist powers had more at stake in their colonies, less in
a purified vision of capitalism (Drescher 1987; Schmidt-Nowara 1999).
The extension of this issue network was thus uneven, the encounters with
countervailing forces even more so.

In France, slavery and other colonial questions were caught up – with
little delay – in the question of what would be the universe within which
the broadly inclusive rhetoric of the Revolution of 1789 would apply. The
authors of the Declaration of the Rights of Man had not quite thought
through the implications of their universalistic language, but colonials
reminded them: first planters who wanted their voice heard in the gover-
nance of France’s Caribbean islands, then “gens de couleur,” property-
owning people of mixed ancestry, who wanted equivalent citizenship
status, then slaves, who insisted that the rights of man concerned them
as well. In France, the field of application was a hotly debated concern,
while in Haiti, the ferment of these debates and the uncertainties of power
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relations spiraled into the second major revolution of the 1790s. This rev-
olution was actually a many-sided affair, in which complicated positions
and alliances arose amidst a confused armed struggle, which epitomized
both the difficulty which the elites of “France” had in containing their
revolution within metropolitan boundaries and the multiple possibilities
which civil war created for slave mobilization outside the rights frame-
work as well as within it. The revolution ended with both the destruction
of slavery in Haiti and the destruction of colonization. Out of context, one
can imagine that Haiti could have been portrayed in the “Age of Revolu-
tion” as the vanguard of liberation. It was not. The fledgling nation-state,
liberated at the wrong time by the wrong people, was treated as a pariah,
shunned by many proponents of slave emancipation for making the end
of slavery appear dangerous to order. Indeed, within the Caribbean –
Atlantic world black sailors and other voyagers spread word of what had
happened to other African American collectivities.4

In France’s other colonies, slavery was abolished in 1794 in the midst
of revolutionary fervor – and fear of further colonial rebellion – and
restored by Napoleon in 1802. Both the proponents of abolition and
defenders of Napoleon’s restoration of slavery used sociological argu-
ments about the nature of the population to whom the language of rights
and citizenship should apply: whether a category of people could be de-
scribed in empathetic terms was crucial to arguments over whether such
a category should be included within a right-bearing collectivity.5 Mean-
while, England, which forbade its own subjects from engaging in the
slave trade in 1807, used state power – especially its navy – to interna-
tionalize the slave trade question, bringing the normative issues raised
by the growing transnational issue network into the arena of diplomacy
and geopolitics. After Napoleon’s defeat, the British government pres-
sured other European powers to agree in the Treaty of Vienna in 1815
to a formal condemnation of the slave trade as against the norms of
civilization and to acquiesce to naval intervention against slave-carrying
ships. By around 1850 such measures were having an effect. More slowly,
the continued efforts by the antislavery movement to emphasize the in-
compatibility of slavery with international norms resonated with politi-
cal processes in the French and Spanish empires, in the United States,
and in Brazil. Slavery was definitively abolished in British colonies in

4 On African American seafarers and communications within the Afro-Caribbean – Atlantic
world, see Julius Scott (1986). The Haitian revolution is told in many versions, among
them James (1938), Fick (1990), and Trouillot (1995).

5 Tessiu Liu’s current research is shedding considerable light on the terms in which such
debates were conducted in France’s revolutionary years. On citizenship and slavery in
post-revolutionary France, see also Dubois (1999).
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1834, in French colonies in 1848, in the United States during its Civil
War, in remaining Spanish colonies in 1886, and finally in Brazil in
1888.

The Haitian revolution is a remarkable instance – for the time when it
occurred – of a discourse “from above” being seized “from below,” with
long-term and hard-to-predict implications. A century and a half later,
when anticolonial movements were gathering steam, C.L.R. James wrote
a book about this revolution, The Black Jacobins (1938), which empha-
sized Haiti as part of a universal struggle for emancipation, an attempt
to reverse the pariah status in which Haiti had since the 1790s been re-
garded and install it at the vanguard of a new movement. In so doing,
James emphasized the citizenship side of the revolution, but not the as-
pect that Michel-Rolph Trouillot many years later (1995) called the “war
within the war,” a revolt of African-born slaves against the rebel leaders
they had once supported, entailing a rejection of private property, labor
discipline, and compromise via a rebellion as deeply rooted in African
imagery as the original rebellion was in Jacobinism. In James’ rewriting
of Haitian history one sees another important dimension of transnational
social movements: he was writing about quite specific mobilizations in a
quite specific locality, but he was also writing a universal history, a libera-
tion narrative whose beginning he saw in Haiti in 1791 and whose end he
was trying to bring about throughout the colonized world in the 1930s.
But in James’ time as well, the language of emancipation would be only
part of what would make anticolonial movements work. They too were
built on the grievances and aspirations of people located in particular
contexts and on connections that gave rise to broader – but still bounded
– issue networks.6

There is another important lesson here too: the actual unraveling of
slavery first occurred in Haiti via the action of slaves, even as the anti-
slavery movement was only beginning to get going. In Jamaica and
Martinique in 1831 and 1848, slave revolts preceded emancipation: both
reflected rumors that had crossed the oceans that emancipation might be
on the cards, and both revolts may well have precipitated the emancipa-
tion acts. The resonance of a transnational movement and the actions of
a specific group were thus an important question – it was also that way
in Cuba and Brazil (Blackburn 1988).

Emancipation in the British West Indies was accompanied by a con-
certed effort of officials and missionaries to instill new forms of work
discipline. This did not resonate so well, nor did it work out as planned.
British parliamentary reports from the eve of emancipation reveal an

6 For a pioneering study of transatlantic connections, see Von Eschen (1997).
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interesting openness to the possibility that slaves of African descent might
transform themselves into “rational” economic men. They did not end
up that way, at least not within officials’ understanding of economic ra-
tionality or in regard to the data that were most relevant to them. Sugar
production fell drastically. Ex-slaves sought to combine periods of wage
labor on sugar estates with family cultivation on small plots and small-
scale marketing – much to officials’ resentment. Their vision – family-
centered, refusing subordination to the singular demands of plantation
production in order to forge a linkage of the small farms on which fam-
ilies grew food, town markets, and periods of wage labor on plantations
– stood at an oblique angle to the universalistic conception of British of-
ficials, economic theorists, and at least some of the humanitarian lobby.
To an increasingly influential segment of the British ruling class, the de-
cline of plantation-based, wage-labor agriculture meant that the laws of
economic behavior had a racial exception (Holt 1990). Here again is a
point that one sees echoed in more recent times: frustration and anger at
the recipients of humanitarian assistance for not performing prescribed
roles and a willingness to label people who didn’t act as desired as back-
ward, lazy, and otherwise peculiar. The particular had reared its head
in the face of universalistic conceptions of market behavior and of social
morality.

Empire and progress

Applied to slavery within Africa itself, the parallels to intervention in the
name of “Western” norms in today’s world become stronger. From the
1860s, missionaries – the nineteenth-century equivalents of NGOs and
human rights groups – began to articulate within Europe a sharp por-
trait of Africa as a continent ridden by tyrants and slavers, crying out for
the intervention of Christians. The causes of the late nineteenth-century
scramble for Africa were of course complex, but the case for action –
made to increasingly democratic polities in France and England after the
1870s – depended on associating a European idea of progress with the
conquest and remaking of Africa. Here we have an instance of a reformu-
lation of large-scale structures in the light of new discourses about states
and human progress. The antislavery campaign had rendered untenable
the slash–grab–enslave colonization of an earlier era; the “new imperial-
ism” of the 1860s and thereafter was the imperialism of the “civilizing
mission,” something acceptable to civic-minded voting publics in France
and Britain and a public bent on national progress in Germany. Erect-
ing such empires required considerable efforts at structural design and
entailed considerable frustration as these countries quickly discovered
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the limits of their own power and the inadequacy of their vision in dis-
tant lands (Conklin 1997). There were even attempts at internationalizing
an ideology of colonization: the Berlin conference of 1884 and the
Brussels conference of 1889–1890 set out rules of the game for preventing
European rivalries from leading to messy intrigues with African lead-
ers and for setting minimum standards for what a civilized government
should do – including ending the slave trade.

But the reality of colonial conquest and administration was very dif-
ferent from the world of the treaties and soon led to situations that were
both brutal and contradictory – and criticized by much the same people
in much the same terms as African slave traders had been. The attempt
to define standards would continue: the campaign against the outrages
of King Leopold of Belgium, international criticism of Portuguese and
Liberian round-ups of coerced laborers, the League of Nations resolution
against slavery in 1926, and the International Labor Office’s convention
against forced labor in 1930 (Cooper et al. 2000).

How can one understand this kind of do-good imperialism? In its time,
and to a limited extent since, one tendency was to take it at face value, to
insist that the “civilizing mission” was for real, perhaps unfulfilled because
of greed and racism, but none the less a genuine thread of principled ac-
tion against tyranny and violence, whether perpetrated by Europeans or
Africans. Since the 1960s, a more likely tendency is to ignore this entire
argument and to insist that mild-mannered criticism from Europe had lit-
tle to do with reforming or ending colonialism. Another perspective takes
the humanitarian colonial edifice more seriously, but uses it as a wedge
to get at something deeper in the nature of “progressive” European ide-
ologies themselves. Rather than play a “bad” colonialism off against a
“good” reformism, this argument finds in European rejection of certain
kinds of social practices – whether by other Europeans or other peoples
– proof of the long-term intertwining of liberal reformism with impe-
rialism. The ultimate arrogance lies in asserting the universal validity
of principles that come from a particular history and serve particular
interests.

The latter line of argument has been developed by scholars from India,
including but not limited to those associated with the journal Subaltern
Studies. The nineteenth-century missionary attack on sati (widow burn-
ing), for example, has been analyzed as a way in which white men in-
scribed on brown men the label of backward for the way they treated
brown women (Mani 1990). The late nineteenth-century attack on
African slavery fits this picture too: a particular practice is extracted from
its social context and labeled as evil, then this precisely defined evil can
be abolished, and the abolitionists take credit for their contribution to
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civilization, having firmly associated Africans with primitive and inhu-
mane practices.7

Some scholars have argued that the ability of colonial liberals to play
this game – even against themselves – allowed them to define the very
forms of opposition, setting out a realm of citizenship in which political
action could take place, while excluding any form of political mobilization
that didn’t fit this picture (Chakrabarty 1992; Chatterjee 1986, 1993).
One could easily fit contemporary human rights discourse into such a
framework: particular practices of African societies – such as clitoridec-
tomy – or of African regimes – imprisonment without trial, torture – are
identified and labeled. The evildoers are clearly demarcated, leaving an
aura of their evil attached not only to themselves but also to everything
around them. At one level, the distinctions are overly precise – a par-
ticular act is detached from its context – while at another, they are so
imprecise that victims as well as perpetrators are blended in a singular
portrait of Africa as the heart of darkness, as in the Conradian writing of
Robert Kaplan (1994).

The critique of colonial liberalism, and its modern variants, should be
taken seriously, but not necessarily accepted as it is. It misses the extent
to which humanitarian discourses, however arrogant in intent, only trans-
formed social relations if they resonated with something on the ground.
However narrowly European officials wanted to define African slavery
so that they could eradicate a bounded evil without endangering com-
merce and social order, African slaves might seize the opportunity to bring
about more radical changes. Thomas Holt (1990) argues something like
this for Jamaica, and I have previously shown this in the case of Zanzibar
and coastal Kenya: ex-slaves perceived the waning power of their mas-
ters and used geographic mobility, kinship relations, access to marginal
land, moving in and out of wage labor, and other strategies to give “free-
dom” a different and deeper meaning than its colonial advocates intended
(Cooper 1980; Cooper et al. 2000). Whereas colonial emancipators of-
ten wanted to sustain large-scale production units, emancipation often
had the effect of shaping dispersed peasantries, using market relations
while avoiding too much dependence on them, and sometimes resulted
in the creation of new productive structures, as in the growth of peanut
cultivation organized by Islamic leaders in Senegal after the collapse of
slavery in a wide region of Senegambia and Mali (Klein 1997).

This critique also misses the extent to which concepts such as “citizen-
ship,” “equality,” and “liberalism,” within Europe and beyond, changed

7 Such an argument about slavery had already been rehearsed in British India (Prakash
1990). For a collection of studies on the abolition of slavery in Africa, see Miers and
Roberts (1988).
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when different people applied them to themselves. That the citizen, in lib-
eral theory, was supposed to meet a certain “anthropological minimum”
in level of civilization – seen in terms of race, gender, property, literacy,
etc. – was a sine qua none since Locke. Uday Mehta (1990) has argued
that this minimum hardened in early nineteenth-century India – as British
liberals faced the actuality of a colonial society. But the anthropological
minimum was torn wide open by the political mobilization that ensued.
A discourse about turning black slaves into citizens in the West Indies
and the United States opened the door to arguments that voting was a
universal right (Fredrickson 1995; Holt 1990). Claims for the rights of all
individuals to vote or to share in certain social resources are not a universal
essence of “liberalism” but an argument confronting alternative concep-
tions of liberalism. And the people who made use of such arguments did
not necessarily dissolve their constituencies into a sea of unmarked indi-
viduals, but often mobilized along particular social networks and used the
status they gained to assert the place of particular collectivities in a social
order.8

The spaces of ideological innovation: between empire
and humanity

In its early days, antislavery discourse addressed the question of action on
the level of the empire. Were the “rights of man” to apply on the French is-
land of Saint Domingue as well as in Paris? Should the British Parliament
abolish the right of British citizens in British overseas territory to hold
other people as property? The universality of French and British variants
of rights-centered arguments – and the international mechanisms of the
trades in slaves and slave-produced commodities – meant that a ques-
tion in one empire necessarily raised questions about other empires, but
the immediate object of antislavery mobilization was to change imperial
policy. That meant considering the empire as a whole as both a unit of
authoritative action and a moral entity – “slavery under the British flag”
was a favorite target of antislavery reformers in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries (Cooper 1980). This implies that there was a
certain moral ambiguity about the status of a colonial subject – not a citi-
zen, but not a mere subject to be manipulated, exploited, or destroyed at

8 Tensions between individual membership in political bodies and conceptions of com-
munities and collectivities are and have long been important and often fraught. But one
should think of them as tensions rather than neat oppositions. It does not help to begin
an analysis of such tensions with a dichotomy of a citizenship of unmarked, acultural,
asocial individuals versus the cultural solidarity of groups. The latter is as problematic as
the former is ahistorical.
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will. The idea of empire defined an imaginable space, an area where the
exercise of power was echoed by the necessity to think of people as some-
how British or French. The conflicts over implementing emancipation,
as I have argued above, in some ways reemphasized the distinctiveness
of ex-slaves within imperial society, an exercise made necessary precisely
because the distinction between ex-slave and ex-master was not in itself
self-evident.

Empires are peculiar kinds of spaces, and recent work in “postcolonial
theory” often misses the unevenness of imperial space via an overly sweep-
ing conception of “coloniality” or “otherness” (Stoler and Cooper 1996).
Nor indeed do nineteenth- and twentieth-century empires fit into a pic-
ture of this era as that of the nation-state, for the empire-state featured
long debates over degrees of inclusion and exclusion and was thus more
complicated than the projection of national power over subordinated sub-
jects overseas. An empire such as the British empire included zones of
white settlement where something like British life were to be replicated
(even if this meant imagining large populations out of existence); zones
of extraction and exploitation, where intensive economic transformation
and exploitation were to take place; zones of supervised appropriation,
where indigenous people were allowed to organize social life and pro-
duction more or less as they could, with the colonial state appropriating
some of the surplus; catchment zones, where laborers might be recruited
to service either plantations or indigenous farming units, their economies
being hemmed in and restricted but not directly exploited; and zones of
marginal control, where the colonial state could do little except deny the
sovereignty claims of indigenous rulers or other colonizing powers. Em-
pires included commercial diasporas organized along ethnic lines, such as
Indians in East Africa or Chinese in Southeast Asia, or Hausa or Dyula
in large regions of West Africa – instances of networks with particular
cultural, religious, and ideological frameworks of their own, allowed to
exist within imperial structures. Prior political units – kingdoms, chief-
doms, segmentary polities – might be smashed or co-opted, or some-
thing in between. But the empire as a whole raised the awkward possi-
bility that some people among the “colonizers” (such as a missionary)
might raise awkward questions about concepts of rights, citizenship, or
humanity that might apply to the entire unit, or that actions by the “col-
onized” might call into question the tacit arrangements that made things
work.

One cannot understand nineteenth-century empires without coming to
grips with the uneasy relationship between grandiose imperial claims and
highly circumscribed realities. The ideas of civilizing backward peoples,
of bringing new areas under the rational control of European states, of
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turning empire into a large-scale system for producing wealth – these had
appeal in France or England. But what empires could actually do was
quite different – resulting in islands of “civilization,” islands of produc-
tive exploitation, amidst seas in which imperial control was shallow, in
which colonial regimes survived only because they worked within narrow
limits and made deals with the very indigenous rulers whose primitiveness
or brutality had been invoked to justify conquest. David Edwards (1989)
has invoked this pathos in relation to British conquest in Afghanistan
– a seemingly glorious conquest that unwittingly revealed the limits of
colonizing power. Unable to turn colonies into either zones of rational ex-
ploitation or zones of civilization, colonizers singled out particular traits
of the colonized population that they could actually claim to transform:
hence the emphasis, in Afghanistan, on “mad mullahs” whose fanatic
Islamicist practices had to be tamed, on African slavers whose cruelty
had to be checked, on backward Indians whose superstitious tendencies
to burn widows or mistreat people of lower castes had to be countered.
The imperial structure – and the ambiguity of where concepts of hu-
manity, rights, and citizenship were to be located – implied that some-
one would worry about whether these isolated symbols of the civilizing
mission went far enough, whether empires were not subverting their pro-
gressive missions through short-term greed, whether British or French
values were being respected. These were arguments only – and these
arguments were sometimes rooted in the fact that missions, merchants,
planters, and officials had interests in different sorts of arrangements with
indigenous peoples – but the uneven structure of empire in the era of
bourgeois European culture assured that they would be made. And there
was always the possibility that some elements within colonized commu-
nities might mobilize around issues that resonated in the metropole as
well.

So the empire was an ambiguous structure in relation to networks and
discourses – possibly too big, too hard to control, too ambiguous in its
moral constitution to be immune from widespread mobilization. The
empire needed functioning trading diasporas; it needed the collaboration
of indigenous leaders and literate subordinates; it needed peasants and
indigenous traders whose economic activities were valuable but whose
collective ideas and organizations might be dangerous. In the twentieth
century, empire tried to exclude some forms of cross-regional network-
ing – pan-Arabism, for instance – while allowing others, such as Indian
traders in East Africa. Around the time of World War I, imperial needs
made it possible for French and British Africans to demand more recog-
nition for their place in the imperial order – as soldiers, workers, and
citizens – and the 1920s witnessed an imperial reaction against this – a
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retraditionalization of Africa and a withdrawal from efforts at what was
beginning to be called “development” for fear that Africans were begin-
ning to act as if they were citizens. The depression encouraged this retreat
into conservatism, stagnation, and traditionalism. The hints at recovery
in the mid-1930s in British – and somewhat later in French – Africa led
to recognition that the world of tribes colonial officials were trying to
imagine did not contain important and necessary categories of colonial
subjects, including urban wage workers, who were making their presence
increasingly felt. But as soon as colonial governments began – hesitat-
ingly before World War II, hastily afterward – to extend to Africans con-
cepts of social inclusion and social control based on the experience of
class conflict and accommodation in Europe, the possibilities for new
networks and new discourses sharply expanded (Conklin 1997; Cooper
1996).

The resonance of claims to self-determination politically and to equal
treatment socially and economically in the post-war world upset the sta-
bility of empire as a unit. Or more precisely, the universalistic discourses
gave imperial rulers a choice between taking seriously their rhetoric of
empires as real units of citizenship and belonging – meaning enormous
expenditures – or accepting that this unit no longer made sense. The
latter choice became increasingly attractive as France and Britain saw
Europe as an increasingly useful zone of economic and political action
compared with their empires. The post-war era witnessed the opening
up of worldwide debates about the equivalence of all human beings –
in the shadow of the war against Nazism, in the face of mobilizations in
colonies, in regard to national minorities who were the victims of dis-
crimination, and in the context of fears that opposed sides in the Cold
War might hook up with mobilizations in the colonies. Meanwhile, the
very effort to reimagine a post-war world in which social conflict could
be managed – expressed in the consolidation of European welfare states
after 1945 – carried implications to the colonies too, that all humanity
could be included in the “modern” world.

There was something slightly desperate about this fantasy, but it was
an important one in allowing French and British governments to respond
to colonial pressures in ways other than stubborn resistance: they could
see a world in which they could profitably interact with Africans without
having to command them at every instance. Imperial rulers, by the end
of the 1950s, wanted to believe this, whether there was much basis or
not, for the alternative was worse: giving into demands for equality –
pushed by social movements and international organizations such as the
ILO – within empires (Cooper 1996). A combination of connections and
discourses had exploded a set of structures.
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The peculiar history of national sovereignty

This brings us back to another aspect of the Subaltern Studies critique:
did the movement of colonized people for “self-determination” represent
the triumph of a universal vision of political freedom? Or was this vision
itself enfolded within a constricting discourse on the limits of politics
that was part of the imperial project itself? Did colonialism determine the
conditions of its demise?

There is no question that movements within colonies are at the cen-
ter of the story of decolonization. One reason they were able to suc-
ceed, however, was that they convinced people elsewhere that colonial-
ism no longer made sense. That the Gold Coast or Indonesia or India
could exercise “self-determination” became imaginable only because of
the visibility of political organizations there capable of organizing pop-
ular support. In the process, what citizenship, equality, or participa-
tion actually meant changed profoundly, precisely because certain people
claimed these constructs applied to them. At the same time, it was par-
ticular meanings of those constructs that were imaginable, not just any
one.

Partha Chatterjee (1986) has argued that such a process excluded
a wide variety of forms of political action and focused on one, which
was itself of European extraction and linked to a wider conception of
just what constituted political rationality – the state. As such, national-
ism could only be a “derivative discourse,” bounding people to a par-
ticular form of institution and particular ways in which those institu-
tions connect to subject-citizens. He is right to a significant extent: the
nation-state has since the 1960s been normalized as the only relevant
unit of political activity and the idea of a nation-state acting via or-
ganizations such as schools, prisons, health facilities, censuses, etc. to
bring “docile bodies” into relationship to it has had powerful effects
throughout the world. But focus on what the state is or on what it
does may underplay all the ambiguities which surround it: the embed-
dedness of state actors in different networks and discourses within and
outside the territory. In that sense, states are continuously reinvented
even if the idea of the state has become a modular element of world
history.

The relationship between mobilization at “local,” “national,” and
“transnational” levels is indeed complex and one of the most remarkable
features of campaigns against slavery in the early nineteenth century, colo-
nialism in the mid-twentieth, and apartheid in the late twentieth. To take
one example, William Beinart and Colin Bundy (1987) have tellingly de-
scribed the kinds of mobilization that took place in one area of the Eastern
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Cape region of South Africa during the early twentieth century: some
people were organizing around an issue of reforming chieftaincy within
the region, talking in a local idiom about kinship and power relations;
Africans with mission education and involvement in Christian churches
were organizing among themselves and making use of religious language
to assert their worth as human beings; a constitutionalist argument was
being heard from educated Africans, using the language of rights and citi-
zenship to make a case that resonated with South Africans involved in the
creation of the African National Congress and with sympathizers abroad;
pan-Africanists connected with movements among African Americans,
first in the African Methodist Episocopal Church, later in the Garvey
movement. The politics of a particular locality thus took place in ways
that involved regional, national, and transcontinental linkages as well
as ideological frameworks that ranged from highly specific to the most
universalistic.9

Movement along these axes varied greatly in colonial Africa – region-
alist groupings, such as the National Congress of British West Africa
in the 1920s or the Rassemblement Démocratique Africaine in French
Africa in the late 1940s, had their moments, as did movements de-
manding the appointment of a paramount chief in western Kenya in
the 1930s or labor movements claiming “equal pay for equal work”
and allied to the French communist trade union federation in the late
1940s and 1950s in French West Africa, or the specifically antimod-
ern movement rich in Kikuyu symbolism that became known as
Mau Mau in the 1950s. The ability of key figures in political mobi-
lization to move among different networks and different mobilizing dis-
courses was crucial in the 1940s and 1950s to enable the building of
coalitions and political machines in highly differentiated political
contexts.

What is most important for our purposes is that some of these mobi-
lizing strategies were connected to European networks and ideologies via
networks formed by African students and intellectuals (such as Léopold
Senghor and Jomo Kenyatta), especially to leftist movements in Europe,
civil rights organizations in the United States, and world or regional trade
union federations (Cooper 1996; Von Eschen 1997). The kind of phe-
nomenon that James Scott (1990) writes about – a movement that de-
velops its “hidden transcript” in isolation from colonial forces and then

9 South Africans’ religious connections at the beginning of the twentieth century were
closely linked to those of African Americans (James T. Campbell 1995), while anti-
apartheid mobilization within South Africa in the late twentieth century had a power-
ful international component (Klotz 1995). The “local,” meanwhile, turns out to be full
of linkages, as Guyer (1994) has argued.
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bursts forth in a sudden challenge to the colonial order – perhaps ex-
isted at certain moments and in certain places, but that was rarely more
than one dimension of a more multiplex, more interactive pattern of
mobilization. Frantz Fanon’s (1966) vision of a pure anticolonial strug-
gle rooted in the authenticity of a peasantry and a lumpen proletariat
– rejecting the sociologically determined, inalterably compromised cat-
egories of a petty bourgeois or labor aristocracy – has little to do with
how the Algerian revolution, or any other, actually was organized (Stora
1991).

The retreat of colonial regimes in Africa during the 1950s had much
to do with the juxtaposition of movements such as the one British of-
ficials called Mau Mau, which entirely rejected colonial categories, and
opposition that came in understandable forms. African leaders such as
Tom Mboya became skilled at manipulating officials’ fears of the unfath-
omable as much as their hopes to find Africans with whom they could
negotiate. The possibility of international action against slavery, colonial-
ism, or apartheid made it possible for opponents within any given territory
to imagine their opposition in wider – and more optimistic – terms that
would otherwise be the case. These connections made it possible for of-
ficials to imagine alternatives to the status quo in palatable forms. White
settlers in Kenya and later in Rhodesia and South Africa, who imagined
themselves to be part of a global “civilization” – sharing a middle-class
view of life and possibilities for global exchange and travel – discovered
that they had become isolated and had lost the battle of connections and
external legitimization.

None of this is to deny that the process of turning mobilization into
a political victory involved discarding part of any collectivity’s program
and pushing others that could be understood elsewhere. The power to
shape categories of struggle is not equally distributed. But it would be
wrong to think of the process as entirely one-sided: what has been seen
as “universal values” have changed in particular ways. To line up capi-
talism, colonialism, liberalism, and universality on one side and locality,
authenticity, community, culture, and particularity on the other does not
get either side right.

What this historical sketch has shown is both the possibility of mobiliza-
tion across borders, across conceptual frameworks, across interests, and
the possibility that discourses can be changed: that what is imaginable
in one period can become inconceivable in another, and what cannot be
hoped for at one moment can become what is expected at another. Mobi-
lizations have changed discourses; new discourses have made it possible to
imagine changing structures. But the question of the limits of discourses,
networks, and structures remains.
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The sovereign, the global, and the local

Sovereignty could cover up many sins. The new – very shaky – sys-
tem of the decolonized world required considerable mythologizing and
wishful thinking, for states to “pretend in many cases that the criteria
for legitimate statehood were met, regardless of how evidently fictitious
this pretence may have been” (Clapham 1996: 15). This fiction in turn
created the possibility for other actors – sometimes the same ones now
transformed into chiefs of state – to make claims on richer states or in-
ternational organizations, citing the need to make sovereignties work.
African states have been termed “monopoly states” (Clapham 1996) or
“shadow states” (Reno 1995) or “gatekeeper states” (Cooper forthcom-
ing), all terms to suggest the weakness of bonds between the state and
the people within its territory and the reliance of state rulers on the very
idea of the state, on resources deriving solely from its position within a
global structure of sovereignties. Not only did this have particular impli-
cations about the kinds of networks (client states of major powers, Third
World blocs, development institutions) in which African states partici-
pated, but it shaped the discourses that were effective, stressing above
all else sovereignty, nation-building, and development. Those were the
terms in which state-based actors could appeal for resources. The cross-
territorial discourses which had been so important in the 1940s and 1950s
– about equality, about the rights of labor – were repressed at the national
level and discouraged at the international level, as states and international
organizations all sought to play the “family of nations” game (Ferguson
1997; Malkki 1994).

At the climax of the anticolonial movements, discourses about what
states should do implied a “thick” conception of citizenship: the popula-
tion should be mobilized and it should demand accountability; the state
should provide social services and define the space for a truly national
economy; people should aspire to mobility within a national social sys-
tem. The collapse of the dreams of the 1950s and 1960s has often left the
inhabitants of African states with a citizenship that is very thin – providing
little accountability, few services, and meager security – while ruling elites
use sovereignty to gain a degree of leverage among international and na-
tional networks, licit or otherwise (see the other chapters in this volume).

One can trace the ups and downs of sovereignty-centered discourses
and sovereignty-crossing discourses from the 1960s to the 1990s: the
sovereignty regime never quite killed off the universalizing implications
of all the earlier talk about equal pay for equal work, about minimum stan-
dards of living, about human rights for all citizens of the world. The recent
emphasis on “human rights,” “democratization,” “good governance,”
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and “sustainable development” thus appears within a deeper temporal
context. It is debatable, in today’s context, whether such discourses en-
courage a thick notion of social citizenship and political accountability
within or among nation-states, or whether they imply a thin notion of
the individual as an economic actor or rights-bearing entity, with weak
reinforcement by sovereign governments and piecemeal intervention by
international organizations against the most publicized violations.

Rights talk or sustainability talk may come from well-intentioned lobby
groups in rich countries, or they may come from on-the-ground mobiliza-
tions in poor ones; the question of origins may be less important than the
question of resonances. What kind of movement gets sustenance abroad?
What kind of global campaign makes sense to people in their daily lives
and fosters activism? In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
empire constituted a unit on which such arguments focused – forced la-
bor or freedom of association was debated in relation to imperial policy.
Since the 1960s, the nation-state has become the accepted container for
policy debates – but it is a porous one, as was the empire before it, for
the language of universality and issue networks link different parts of the
world.

One should not assume that transnational networks are all warm and
fuzzy. Some can be quite nasty – diamond- and arms-trading networks
in Sierra Leone or Angola (sometimes calling themselves rebels, some-
times linked to state institutions), highly personal connections between
the French government and unsavory leaders in certain African coun-
tries, mining companies with hired armies. Cross-border networks may
not have any ideological content at all; they may in more senses than one
be mercenary. But they can still have lasting effects, even after the condi-
tions (civil war, for example) that gave rise to them pass, for linkages that
cross space become vested interests in maintaining network-dominated
relations of power. If the strength of such networks is a sign that a state
is “weak,” it is not a sign that the state is absent: official leaders may be
active in the “parallel” economy, and sovereign states may prefer to use
linkages to “security” firms and multinationals to undertake governmen-
tal activities, especially in the realm of force (see Nordstrom and Reno
this volume, as well as Bayart et al. 1997). And such networks may hook
up at the other end to “respectable” actors on the “global” scene – arms
manufacturers, oil and mining companies. But the more private firms or
shady mafias perform “state” tasks, the less accountability can be fixed
on such a state.

Such a situation is itself subject to transformation and eventually
formalization of authority in a renewed state structure – the example
of Uganda stands out. But there are disturbing lessons to be had in the
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recent history of Africa: just as linkages of national, local, and transna-
tional mobilizations eroded the authority of colonial regimes and gave
rise to a crystallization of legitimate authority around the nation-state,
the development of shadow states and illicit networks makes it difficult
for citizens to see how they can obtain accountable government, debate
crucial issues, and obtain predictable behavior from institutions visible
to them.10

For better or worse, particular forms of transnational connection have
specific implications – even with organizations deeply committed to
principles they regard as universal. Certain humanitarian NGOs – with
their discourses of helping people in danger of starvation – find ways of
working with states or with organizations in civil society in endangered
regions of Africa, but they propagate worldwide an image of Africa as
famine-ridden and dependent. When NGOs moved in to assist people
fleeing from Rwanda to the camps in eastern Zaire in 1994, most of them
insisted that their mission was simply to provide food and medical care
to people defined as “refugees,” not to deal with politics (the presence of
armed militias in the camps) or justice (that those militias were responsi-
ble for genocide). The effect of this framing of the problem was not neu-
tral: it helped to turn the camps into centers in which many “refugees”
were coerced into playing the politics of the militia leaders and to staging
raids and murders – and the conflict over the camps in turn had enormous
consequences throughout Central Africa, going way beyond anything the
NGOs had been willing to talk about. At the same time, the possibil-
ity that activists within African countries might link up with NGOs has
brought about widespread debates on such issues as gender relations,
political oppression, and the environment, which neither African states
nor Western states – with their geopolitical concerns – wanted to take
seriously. It is thus not necessarily the case that the actions of transna-
tional issue networks and aid organizations undermine accountability –
they may open up issues of responsibility in contexts where states have
tried to cut off any such discussion – but it is nevertheless unclear where
that accountability lies.

Looking at the relationship of structures, connections, and discourses
will not tell us whether virtue or vice will triumph. It does help us to see
how what is possible and impossible in the world changes, and forces us
to ask what kinds of organizational and discursive developments might
lead to what kinds of possibilities. Such an approach is more fruitful than

10 Efforts – from external or internal pressure – to downsize governments and privatize
economies may do less to create a market system in which individual actors enter into
transactions, but increase the importance of personal networks, as happened to a signif-
icant extent in post-Soviet Russia (Lonkila 2000).
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an effort to search for “authentic” African political values or languages
on the one hand and “Western” ones on the other.

A “local” actor can make use of particularistic authority and at the
same time find resonance between his/her mobilizing ideology and moral
discourse that claims to be “universal.” And organizations that come to
Africa with universalistic ideals in mind will likely find people to whom
those ideals are relevant and useful in obtaining support and in associ-
ating one cause with a more widely shared one. One need not fall into
a dichotomy of global and local, between allegedly universal principles
and supposedly particular communities, for the historical record is filled
with networking and discursive formations situated in between. The an-
alyst needs to follow these linkages and their limits, and that is not easy.
Networks operate in different ways in different places – a subtle under-
standing of one end of the system (links of an NGO to community ac-
tivists) does not necessarily help understand what happens at another end
(lobbying in Paris).

The power to shape discourse is not evenly distributed, but it is not
uniquely located in a single region either. If looking backward in time is
of any use in the present, it should be to remind us that the present is
but a moment in history, not necessarily any more important than any
other. But we know that minds and structures do change. It has happened
before.



3 Authority, intervention, and the outer
limits of international relations theory

Michael Barnett1

The social sciences and the humanities are presently littered with various
concepts, phrases, vocabularies, idioms, and slogans that are intended
to resituate how scholars think about the “global” and its relationship
to a reconceptualized “local.” The utility of these concepts and frame-
works is to be found not in their ability to be all things to all scholars, but
rather in their capacity to highlight newly emergent structures in global
politics, how those structures are created by and are responsible for new
networks of actors, and the development of new discourses and practices
that collapse and telescope the local and the global. In the search to bet-
ter understand the relationships between these emergent properties and
their relationship to global and local outcomes, there is no substitute for
careful, grounded, and historically rich studies. Abstract theorizing and
master structural concepts have an important place in theory develop-
ment and in guiding empirical research, but arguably the best strategy
for the purposes of teasing out new insights into global – local relations is
one that, following Glaser and Strauss (1967), accepts the methodolog-
ical value of “grounded theory.” Closely observed and chronicled cases
are the media for more generalizable claims.

This volume follows these orthodox admonitions, and, in doing so,
arrives at some heterodox observations for theorists of international re-
lations. I have in mind two important and related observations that form
the basis of this chapter. The first is the need to move beyond the statist
ontology that defines the discipline of international relations. This on-
tology tells us about how the world is carved up, the defining actors of
that global polity and what structures and guides their interactions, and
on what basis they make authoritative claims in global politics and thus
influence outcomes and defend their territorialized space. In contrast to
the reigning statist ontology, this volume (and other statements) invites
us to examine how this conceptual apparatus can become a debilitating

1 I would like to thank the editors, Ian Hurd, and the reviewers of the manuscript for their
helpful comments.
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crutch. Following this claim, the first part of this chapter explores the
tendency in IR theory to collapse state, authority, and territory, how that
bundling makes it more difficult to understand complex global relation-
ships and processes that defy and flirt with the neat boundaries between
the systemic and the domestic, and recent contributions that unbundle
these concepts and thus generate new insights into the organization and
practice of global politics.

An important payoff of this conceptual exhuming is that the isolation
and consideration of a concept that is currently camouflaged in the thicket
of IR theory becomes telescoped: authority. As recent scholarship and the
chapters in this volume have reconsidered the relationship between global
and local forces, they have explicitly and implicitly observed how author-
ity is invested in non-state actors because of transnational processes and
global developments, problematized the concept of sovereignty and ques-
tioned whether states are authoritative and how and over what domains,
and become eyewitnesses to a local that has a cast of characters that claim
authority over different domains and according to different legitimation
criteria. Building on these observations, the second part of the chapter
focuses attention on that woolly concept of authority with the goal of pro-
viding greater evidence that doing so presses important foundational and
empirical issues for global politics. In the interest of demonstrating the
utility of unpacking this concept and forwarding some specific items for
future research, I begin with a brief discussion of the concept and then
animate that discussion through the chapters in this volume and a rela-
tively recent statement by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan regarding
UN intervention.

The status of the global in international relations theory

In recent years many scholars of international relations have been strug-
gling with alternative conceptualizations of the relationship between the
“global” and the “local,” but have found themselves hamstrung by the
same conceptual architecture that has served them reasonably well for
so long in so many areas. The reason for this intellectual glaucoma is
because of the statecentrism of the discipline. International relations as
an academic discipline, or at least as an American social science, formed
around the study of enduring relations and patterns between states, the
anarchy problem and how states can establish order given the absence of
a supranational authority, and lately by the possible role of international
institutions in helping states manage their relations, overcome problems
associated with interdependent choice, and limit the consequences of
growing interdependence.
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Statecentrism’s extreme form is embodied in what John Agnew (1994)
calls the “territorial trap.” This trap has several features. First, Interna-
tional Relations carves up the world into mutually exclusive territorial
states. In fact, the study of international relations is about the relation-
ship between these units. At the extreme the image is of “billiard-ball”
like states, but even when this imagery is relaxed and transnationalism
and interdependence processes are allowed, the territorial imperative of
the discipline remains. Second, states are assumed to have authority over
their political space. How that authority is understood and defined can
vary from scholar to scholar, but the common thread is that state officials
radiate power that is derived from centralized authority (and a monopoly
of the means of coercion) from the center to the territorial border where
it comes to a dead halt. This authority over a geographically defined and
(mainly) contiguous space is reinforced and underscored by the principle
of sovereignty, in which states recognize each other’s authority over that
space and deny any authoritative claims made by those outside the state.
Such matters inform the classic differentiation in IR theory between an-
archy on the outside and hierarchy on the inside, where coercion reigns in
the former and law and authority in the latter. Third, the territorial trap
generates a rigid domestic/foreign distinction, which, according to the IR
theorist R.B.J. Walker (1993), constitutes an “inside/outside” image of
global politics. This inside/outside distinction, in turn, shapes a host of
other dichotomies: the state is a source of security for those on the inside
and against the anarchy that exists on the outside; society exists within the
territorial container of the state, and there is no meaningful society out-
side; and the community within the state can aspire to universal values,
while particularism runs rampant outside. State, territory, and authority
are forever married in IR theory.

Contributing to an air of overdetermination, additional reasons for this
territorial trap and statecentrism deserve mention. International relations
theory has largely been interested in systemic patterns, that is, enduring
patterns between states, and a widely accepted methodological claim is
that one cannot understand the workings of the whole by examining the
individual units in isolation. Ken Waltz (1979) is most famously asso-
ciated with this position, though the same point has been made in a
less polemical manner by other scholars drawing on different theoretical
traditions and methodological informants (also see Jervis 1997; Wendt
1999). This injunction concerning how to explain satisfactorily and par-
simoniously the workings of the state system spills over into an episte-
mological claim that the principal constraints on – that is, the primary
cause of – the state’s foreign policy behavior derive from systemic proper-
ties (Keohane 1987). By no means do all international relations scholars



50 Michael Barnett

hold that system-level variables provide an exhaustive explanation of the
state’s foreign policy, but many do subscribe to the more modest claim
that the system properly represents the first cut into the problem and
that domestic and individual level factors are the source of (sometimes
considerable) residual variance.2 Alongside and buttressing this view is
the claim that there exist different “levels” that can be distinguished by
the nature of the units and how these levels are organized internally and
vis-à-vis one another.3

These commitments and dispositions are produced and reproduced
by the discipline of political science, which in the United States is the
departmental home for the academic study of international relations.
Here the important distinction is between comparative politics and in-
ternational relations: processes within the state are studied by scholars of
“comparative politics” and processes that cross state boundaries or that
occur between states are studied by scholars of “international relations.”
Scholars of comparative politics and international relations have been
equally vigilant at policing their territorial and disciplinary boundaries.
Of course, frequently those from each camp will deliver well-received
speeches that observe the artificiality of these disciplinary boundaries
and assert that many of the most pressing and interesting research ques-
tions bridge, blur, and mock the borders. After the applause, however,
scholars retreat to their respective base camps. The institutionalization
of these divisions can be most readily observed when they are challenged
not by boilerplate statements but by important funding agencies that are
perceived to be trying to break down these barriers through new spend-
ing protocols. At such moments, cheers for theoretical pluralism yield to
panicked shrieks coming from disciplinary police. For these and other
reasons IR has maintained a fairly tight distinction between the systemic
and the domestic.

The manner by which IR scholarship has historically attempted to
“integrate” the domestic and the global reflects this territorial trap,
for such integration has generally included not a consideration of the
boundaries between these realms that are understood as ontologically
distinct (or even their very relevance) but rather the interactive relation-
ship between these pre-given realms. In many respects, James Rosenau
(1969) inaugurated thinking on these matters in his seminal studies on

2 Though recently there has been an effort by IR scholars to change this dance and introduce
a “two-step” that begins with domestic politics as sources of variation in state preferences
and then examines the interactions of state interests in an international context. See
Moravsik (1997) and Legro (1996).

3 For the literature on levels of analysis, see Buzan (1995); Hollis and Smith (1990); Moul
(1973); Onuf (1995); and Singer (1961).
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domestic – international linkages. Several years later Joseph Nye and
Robert Keohane’s massively influential Power and Interdependence (1977)
recognized that the boundaries between states were becoming increas-
ingly permeated by transnational interactions, shaping the nature of do-
mestic politics and the pressures and constraints on states from above and
below; but they couched their views as calling attention to the permeabil-
ity and not the ontological standing of the state, a point reaffirmed by
their later essays that emphasized an anarchy-centered starting point and
the state as the most fundamental unit in global politics. The following
year Peter Gourevitch (1978) introduced the concept of “second-image
reversed,” noting how systemic processes shape domestic political and
economic arrangements. Robert Putnam’s concept of “two-level games”
has spawned a cottage industry of scholars interested in how state officials,
who are at one and the same time foreign policy officials and domestic
political creatures, are constrained by the international and the domestic
environment, and play games on both levels as they try to achieve their
various foreign policy goals (Putnam 1988). The editors’ introduction
to the fiftieth anniversary issue of International Organization makes fairly
consistent claims and observations (Keohane et al. 1998).

These conceptual compasses are joined by other studies that have ex-
amined how the international political economy shaped domestic politi-
cal and economic relations, and vice versa (Keohane and Milner 1996),
how war and conflict have altered state – society relations, and vice
versa (Barnett 1992; Tilly 1990), and so on.4 These studies have led
to knowledge accumulation concerning how systemic processes and pat-
terns shape domestic outcomes, and how domestic processes and patterns
shape foreign policy behavior and systemic outcomes. It must be noted
that intelligible and knowledgeable state and non-state actors engage in
practices and utter discourses that draw from and help to reconstitute the
domestic and the international as separate and distinct realms; in short,
IR’s research agenda and conceptual architecture are not driven by mis-
placed postulates that have a tenuous grasp on social reality. Whatever the
cause(s), IR is a discipline whose research agendas, ontology, and epis-
temology are constituted by an understanding of the domestic and the
international as existing in separate and discrete realms or as constituting
different levels.5

4 For a very thorough and excellent survey of the relationship between the domestic and
international politics, see Moravsik (1995). For more recent efforts at “integration,” see
Moravsik (1997) and Sterling-Folker (1997).

5 IR scholars are not necessarily any more myopic than are scholars in other disciplines when
it comes to thinking creatively about the relationship between the global and the local.
Anthropologists have long defined their enterprise as the “local” and absented the “global”
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Over the past decade, however, IR theorists have become more aware
of the limitations imposed by this territorial trap and the bundling of the
state, territory, and authority. This development is informed by critiques
of neo-realism and statism; the introduction of new theoretical traditions
from outside political science; a willingness to problematize sovereignty
and historicize the Westphalian state system and to exhume its origins
and investigate closely its rumored decline; and a shifting research agenda
owing to the disappearance of the Cold War and the related appearance
of once marginalized topics.

Scholars have recently debated the various ways in which territory, au-
thority, and the state can be “bundled” (Ruggie 1993: 165). The concept
of sovereignty has been the central motivating vehicle for this discussion.
Consider the debate over the nature of the medieval European states
system and how it compares with the Westphalian model. John Ruggie
(1983) pointed the way in his famous review of Kenneth Waltz’s The-
ory of International Politics (1979), faulting him for failing to recognize
that different types of international systems have been organized accord-
ing to very different principles, and contrasting the organizing principles
of the medieval states system, with its overlapping spheres of author-
ity, heteronomous principles, and absence of fixed territorial boundaries,
with the Westphalian states system and its constitutive principle of state
sovereignty. Many IR scholars have been highly engrossed by the me-
dieval states system precisely because it represents a non-Westphalian
bundling of state, authority, and territory. Indeed, others have suggested
that perhaps the best predictor of Europe’s future is its past, looking to
pre-Westphalian Europe for hints regarding a post-Westphalian Europe
(Bull 1979: ch. 10; Slaughter 1997; Spruyt 1994: ch. 9).

IR scholars also have had to confront the possibility that territoriality,
authority, and the state might be bundled in different ways in present-
day Europe. Here the debate is over what is the European Union. At one
extreme is the claim that the EU is nothing more than an institution es-
tablished by states to further their interests and overcome their collective
action problems; in this reading, state sovereignty and all its entitlements

from their purview. As Gupta and Ferguson (1997a) note, anthropologists have been
reluctant to go anywhere beyond rural communities in “Third World” societies. Shore
and Wright (1997: 13) also note that anthropology has its own dichotomies that are made
into ontological categories: “One central problem for anthropology was how to move away
from a conceptualization of the local and the nation, or the villages and the state, as two
separate polities with ‘relations’ mediating between them.” For an attempt, see Appadurai
(1996) and Kearney (1995). Sociologists, too, have paid remarkably little attention to the
relationship between the “global” and the “local,” largely because “society” is defined
by the state’s territorial boundaries. For an important exception, see the work under the
world polity school and especially Boli and Thomas (1999).
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and duties remain snugly secure and unchanged. At the other end is the
claim that the EU represents a step on the road to a supranational state;
in this reading, European states are yielding their authority and their
sovereignty to a suprastate. Recognizing, however, that for all their dif-
ferences, both readings have the state, territory, and authority bundled in
exactly the same way, the critical difference between the two is the geo-
graphical domain. Statist thinking defines the limits of both approaches.

Not all scholars have limited their analysis to this “territorial trap,”
for many have begun to imagine different ways in which European states
are related authoritatively, politically, and constitutionally. John Ruggie
(1993) calls Europe a “multiperspective polity,” by which he means that
“it is increasingly difficult to imagine the conduct of international politics
among community members, and, to a considerable measure even do-
mestic politics, as though it took place from a starting point of twelve sepa-
rate, single fixed view points.”6 Ole Waever (1998) argues that Europe is a
political entity that stands between a pluralistic and an amalgamated secu-
rity community – that is, a post-sovereignty community of states that has
managed to establish dependable expectations of peaceful change. James
Caporaso (1997) has claimed that it is a place where “constitutionalism”
has been internationalized, and has urged IR theorists to see hierarchy
and anarchy as ideal types that bookend a continuum. And finally, there
is a debate over the European Court of Justice, specifically, regarding
its source of authority, the reasons why sovereign European states have
largely honored its decisions, and how to characterize its jurisdiction over
“domestic” space (Alter 1998; Mattli and Slaughter 1998). The debate
over the past, present, and future shape of the European architecture
provides vivid testimony to the necessity of rethinking the relationship
between the state, authority, and territoriality.7

Other emergent research domains also have escaped the territorial trap.
Although there always has existed an extensive literature on non-state
actors in world politics, most famously in the case of multinational cor-
porations, the recent focus on NGOs and transnational actors has demon-
strated their capacity to shape outcomes even though they are absent the
material bases of power and rely on persuasion, communication, and in-
formation (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Price 1998; Smith et al. 1997). Theo-
rists of globalization have debated long and hard whether the various and
nearly always ill-defined processes lumped under its heading are eroding

6 Also note the important functionalist and neo-functionalist literatures, which explicitly
recognize transnational linkages and the possible transformation of the units (Deutsch
1968; Mitrany 1966).

7 Indeed, many of these scholars have noted that what is occurring in Europe might also
be true elsewhere (Caporaso 1997: 580; Ruggie 1993: 172–174).
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the state’s authority, autonomy, or sovereignty; in doing so, they have
been forced to address what are the new connections and networks that
structure interactions between state and non-state actors and generate
new spheres of authority.8 Other scholars ruminate about the emergence
of a global civil society, hypothesizing a structure of interaction among
various non-state actors that are responsible for producing new normative
arrangements and expectations that can be binding on states.9 Scholars
of epistemic communities examine how individuals claiming expertise
and authority over particular issue areas are able to create the demand
for and the possibility of new forms of interstate cooperation (Adler and
Haas 1992; Johnstone 1991; Litfin 1994). IR’s recent interest in inter-
national law also has introduced a reconsideration of the relationship
between international and domestic institutions (Goldstein et al. 2000).
And, finally, critical examinations of the international political economy,
particularly those that are interested in historicizing globalization, have
also located authority in bodies other than states (Cutler 1999; Cutler
et al. 1999).

Arguably scholars of non-European regions have been less seduced by
the territorial trap. While many scholars of Third World politics have
mechanistically applied European-driven models of international rela-
tions, others recognized that the Third World state as an ideal type is
distant from the European and Westphalian state as an ideal type. As
a consequence, they have turned various ontological assumptions into
empirical questions, as they have explored the different international
forms that can exist, chronicling how state actors work hard to unify
state, territory, and authority; the fictional boundaries of authority that
are drawn between the domestic and the international; how non-state
actors, including missionaries and multinational corporations, have pen-
etrated local space and claimed authority and imposed control, and how
their activities have reverberated through other functional and geographic
spaces; the networks that are the chains of resource exchange and appro-
priation from the local to the global (though rarely in reverse because
of the gross asymmetries of power between the former and the latter);
how external pressures shaped new societal arrangements and created a
demand for sharper legal, political, and economic boundaries between
the “local” and the “global”; and how domestic actors have confronted
external pressures through symbolic means and appropriated universal-
izing discourses as a weapon of the weak, using them on international
stages.

8 See, for instance, Albrow (1996); Armstrong (1998); Clark (1998); Shaw (1998).
9 See Clark et al. (1998); Lipschutz (1992); Millennium (1994); Wapner (1995).
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The entry point for these claims has been the palpable “weakness”
of the Third World state. The Third World state is a “shadow state,” a
“shell state,” a “weak” state, an “alien” state, and an “artificial” state.
Such metaphors are intended to convey the existence of a state that has
very little legitimacy and authority in domestic politics, has little control
over its territory, and does not have a magnetic hold over its population
and economy. Thus, politics and exchange take place outside the state’s
purview and transcends its highly porous borders. The scholars in this
volume also climb through the window of the weak African state to con-
sider alternative ontological grids, the networks of actors that congregate
and span those grids, and the overlapping and complex relationship be-
tween the various “levels” of politics that mock the neat categories of the
“global” and the “local.” The territorial trap is easily eluded for these
scholars, though arguably it is the empirical and historical state of affairs
that drives the demand to rethink the global architecture. Necessity is the
mother of invention.

Authority in global politics

The contributions to this volume raise the concept of authority in various
ways, confer that social attribute to a multiplicity of actors, and suggest
that these actors are conferred authority because of new structures, net-
works, and discourses. In this section I want to focus attention on this
concept of authority, and forward a set of provisional claims concerning
why we should care about the concept, when actors are likely to be author-
itative and thus shape outcomes, and the sorts of effects that authorities
have.

What is meant by authority? By no means has an avalanche of writings
on the subject led to a consensus position. For my purposes here, the
following claims are useful for thinking about authority in global politics
in ways that cease to automatically bundle it with the state and begin
to imagine how non-state actors might be accorded authority.10 To be-
gin, the interest in authority stems from its relationship to the central
issue of social control; in this regard, it is part of the family of concepts
that include domination, power, manipulation, persuasion, coercion, and
force. There is general agreement, however, that authority is somewhere
between domination and persuasion. Weber’s (1978) famous discussion
of authority links it to domination that has been legitimized, and the effect
is that an actor’s commands that are emitted are obeyed for reasons other

10 For treatments of authority, see Arendt (1968); Lincoln (1994); Raz (1990a); Weber
(1978).
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than overt coercion. Others, however, argue that it is less about domina-
tion per se and more about actors that are given a presumptive right to
speak and to act because of their position or standing (Lincoln 1994). In
this second view, the claim is that some actors, because of their standing
in the community and polity and the roles that they occupy, are conferred
the right to speak.

Such matters obviously relate to the conditions under which an ac-
tor is likely to be conferred authority. For the purposes of considering
authority in global politics, three issues stand out. First, many scholars
ritualistically begin with Weber’s famous three ideal types of authority,
charismatic, traditional, and rational-legal, but then quickly offer that
the latter is the most relevant for discussions of authority in the modern
world system. A second point concerns the critical distinction between
those who are “in authority” and those who are “an authority.” Actors
whose authority derives from the institutional roles that they occupy can
be said to be “in authority.” The classic example here is actors occupying
positions in the state apparatus; their authority derives from a particu-
lar institutional role. Those who are “an authority” derive their standing
from the presumption that they are experts owing to credentials, educa-
tion, training, and experience. We frequently recognize that some people
are “authorities” owing to their accomplishments and thus are given a
presumptive right to speak. Actors who are an authority and in authority
are presumed to have the right to speak and act, though there are distinct
mechanisms that generate that presumption.

Third, authority suggests compliance that is secured through an ap-
peal to reason, prior cultural beliefs, and community standards. The ap-
peals and reasons given by an authority must be grounded in the beliefs,
aspirations, and interests of the community. In this way, “authority is
only justified to the extent that it serves the needs and interests” of the
community and its members (Raz 1990a: 5). Blending normative theory
and definitional claims, the insinuation is that authority only operates
as a legitimate force and can be sustained when claims are grounded in
established values of the community. A community can be said to ex-
ist wherever there are multisided interactions between actors, a shared
identity, and a sense of obligation. Although there are good reasons to
presuppose that community is more likely to exist within the state than
outside it because of these conditional propositions, we must also allow
for the possibility that a community might exist below the state or tran-
scend it. Networks emergent in functional and geographic spaces might
generate a thin version of community, and in doing so allow particu-
lar actors to be conferred authority by those within that network (Adler
and Barnett 1998). In short, many discussions of authority implicitly
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assume that the referent community is exhausted by the territorial state,
but this must be understood as a contingent and not as a categorical
claim.

Identifying the conditions under which an actor is likely to be con-
ferred authority is critical for linking that recognition to outcomes. The
ideal type of rational-legal authority, the distinction between in authority
and of authority, and the appeal to interests and beliefs of the commu-
nity arguably help narrow the conditions under which an actor is likely
to be understood as an authority and thus have the capacity to influ-
ence outcomes by virtue of that authority. But careful empirical studies
have documented how actors that have been conferred authority escape
these conditions, and that actors that have seemingly fulfilled every imag-
inable social structural and cultural category have had their authority
challenged. Such typological shortcomings have led many scholars to
look for more contextual and climatized features. For instance, for Bruce
Lincoln (1994) authority is highly dependent on the “right speaker, the
right speech, the right staging and props, the right time and place, and
an audience historically and culturally conditioned to judge what is right
in all these instances and to respond with trust, reverence, and respect.”
Lincoln’s formulation suffers from being so contextualized and histori-
cized that it can admit only ex poste ante discussions and precludes an a
priori assessment of the conditions under which an actor is likely to be
conferred authority by a particular audience. Yet this approach’s vice also
contains a virtue in that it has an easier time recognizing actors who are
“in authority” and whose claim to authority is highly dependent on the
cultural backdrop and the stage on which those claims are made.

What do authorities do? An enduring line in legal theory is that a func-
tion of authority is to help resolve coordination problems (Raz 1990a:
6–11). There are two key aspects here. One is that authorities help to
determine when a coordination problem exists. There are various sorts
of “games” in social life, and only some of them can be properly defined
as coordination games. It is not immediately apparent, however, when ac-
tors are in a game of coordination or in some other game. The challenge
for actors in authority is “to get people to realize that they are confronting
a coordination problem . . .” (Raz 1990a: 9). In short, coordination games
are not part of objective reality that stands outside experience but rather
are subjectively defined and constituted within social experience, and
authorities help to create that subjective reality. The other way that au-
thorities help solve coordination problems is by suggesting particular
mechanisms to accomplish coordination. There are potentially many dif-
ferent institutional forms available to solve coordination problems, some
of which are viewed as more efficient and normatively desirable than are
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others. In this important respect, authorities not only are involved in reg-
ulating the activities and interests of actors but also are fundamental to
the constitution and construction of the social world.

Sociologists, anthropologists, political scientists, and legal theorists
have spilled rivers of ink over the concept of authority because they have
not presumed that one and only one actor has it, and that once it has
it, it has it forever and under all and any circumstances. Instead, they
have debated long and hard about what it is, about the conditions under
which an actor is conferred authority, and what authoritative actors do
with it and with what effects. To highlight how central are these issues
for IR theory, I want to draw from the issues raised by this volume and
by a speech by Secretary-General Kofi Annan. Let me begin with the
speech.

In June 1998, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan traveled to Ditchley
Park in the United Kingdom to deliver an address on “intervention.”
He opened by predicting that his audience was probably expecting him
to warn of the dangers of intervention. Yes, he confirmed, intervention
was to be condemned when the strong intrude upon the weak; under
such circumstances, “intervention” is tantamount to “invasion.” But, he
continued, intervention can have a “benign” side:

We all applaud when the policeman intervenes to stop a fight, or the teacher
prevents big boys from bullying a smaller one. And medicine uses the word
“intervention” to describe the act of the surgeon, who saves lives by “intervening”
to remove a malignant growth, or to repair damaged organs. Of course, the most
intrusive methods of treatment are not always to be recommended. A wise doc-
tor knows when to let nature take its course. But a doctor who never intervened
would have few admirers, and probably even fewer patients.

Annan’s rhetorical question is easily anticipated: “Why was the United
Nations established, if not to act as a benign policeman or doctor?” Only
the UN, he argued, has the authority to act in this “benign” capacity, an
authority that comes from decisions of the Security Council, whose own
authority comes from the Charter of the United Nations, a document that
has legal standing among its signatories and is a constitutional expression
of the international community.11

Annan’s relatively brief autobiographical statement on UN interven-
tion, an instance of what Robert Latham (this volume) calls a trans-
boundary deployment, joins with the chapters in this volume to raise
a series of interesting answers to the following questions. From where
does authority derive? How does authority collapse the space between
the global and the local? How are the effects of authority not merely

11 Cited from http://www.un.org/NEWS/Press/docs/1998/19980626.sgsm66.hmtl.
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regulative but also constitutive? And how are those constitutive effects
bound up with power and amendable to critical analysis?

The first issue to be addressed concerns the conditions under which an
actor is likely to be conferred authority. How might we best understand
the source of the UN’s authority? At a rudimentary level its authority
is delegated authority (Sarooshi 1999). The UN’s authority comes from
the mandate given to it by the Security Council. The Security Council’s
authority derives from the Charter of the United Nations. The Charter of
the UN is a legal document codified by states. In this respect, we are in the
domain of principal-agent analysis and the view that the agent’s authority
is contingent on the delegation of that authority from the principals in
whose name it acts.

But we also can think of the UN’s authority as linked to its stand-
ing as a modern bureaucracy. Modern bureaucracies, according to the
Weberian view, contain legal-rational authority.12 In contrast to earlier
forms of authority that were invested in a leader, legitimate modern au-
thority is invested in legalities, procedures, and rules, and thus rendered
impersonal. This authority is “rational” in that it deploys socially recog-
nized relevant knowledge to create rules that help determine the means
that should be selected to pursue already identified ends. The very fact
that they embody rationality is what makes bureaucracies powerful and
makes people willing to submit to this kind of authority. According to
Weber,

in legal authority, submission does not rest upon the belief and devotion to charis-
matically gifted persons . . . or upon piety toward a personal lord and master who
is defined by an ordered tradition . . . Rather submission under legal authority
is based upon an impersonal bond to the generally defined and functional “duty
of office.” The official duty – like the corresponding right to exercise authority:
the “jurisdictional competency” – is fixed by rationally established norms, by en-
actments, decrees, and regulations in such a matter that the legitimacy of the
authority becomes the legality of the general rule, which is purposely thought
out, enacted, and announced with formal correctness. (Gerth and Mills 1978:
299, emphasis in original)

In addition, a bureaucracy’s power derives from specialized knowledge
that is technical, originating from training and professionalized crite-
ria and control over information. Weber stressed that while such tech-
nical rationality might enable the bureaucracy to be more efficient for
carrying out the directives of politicians, its own claim to authoritative
knowledge represented an important source of its ability to command

12 This discussion on international organizations and legal-rational authority derives from
work I am doing with Martha Finnemore. See Barnett and Finnemore (1999).
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compliance with its directives (Gerth and Mills 1978: 233). These fea-
tures of authority combine to make bureaucracies powerful precisely by
creating the appearance of depoliticization. The power of bureaucracies
is that they present themselves as impersonal, technocratic, and neutral
– not as exercising power but instead as serving others; the presentation
and acceptance of these claims is critical to their legitimacy and authority
(Burley and Mattli 1993; Ferguson 1990; Fisher 1997; Shore and Wright
1997).

These observations of the modern state have relevance for thinking
about international organizations. The UN’s authority can be seen as de-
riving from its embodiment of rational-legal authority and its claim to
expertise over issues. UNHCR claims to be the “lead agency” on refugee
matters, an authoritative claim that it makes based on its decades of ex-
perience handling refugee flows. The World Bank prides itself on being
the foremost development expert, an authority it arrogates to itself by
virtue of its possession of technical expertise and years of involvement in
such matters. This is not merely information that is not available to other
international organizations (IOs) or NGOs but rather information that
is given the veneer of legitimacy because of its relationship to organiza-
tions that are accorded rational-legal authority.13 Moreover, the UN can
be viewed as a self-deprecating actor, denying and asserting its author-
ity at one and the same time. Throughout the speech Annan reaffirms
what all UN documents authored by the Secretariat loudly proclaim:
that the UN is merely a technical and apolitical organization whose au-
thority comes from member states. In this respect, the UN is nothing
more than the sum of its parts. Yet nearly in the same breath that UN
officials erase any sense of independence, they resuscitate it in several
ways: by asserting an authority based on learned practices and decades
of experience, that is, on rational-legal criteria and expertise; and by em-
ploying a discourse of the international community that refers not sim-
ply to states but also to peoples who are linked by transnational values,
and that forwards the UN as the symbolic and organizational expression
of that community. The UN’s authority is delegated, layered, and tex-
tured, generated from organizational capacities and from discursive link-
ages to the community, and effectively asserted and denied at the same
moment.

But many of the chapters in this volume highlight how authority can
be conferred on those in different social situations and because of ad-
ditional conditions, most importantly on those who are viewed as “an
authority.” Thomas Callaghy’s “consultants” and Hans Peter Schmitz’s

13 Price (1998), however, balks at thinking of these actors as authoritative.



Authority, intervention, and IR theory 61

“activists” are actors that have authority because of their expertise and
credentials. Other chapters in this volume similarly claim that what grants
local and non-state actors authority is their relationship to global networks
and emergent discourses. In addition to being viewed as “an authority,”
Cooper and others in this volume note how various global discourses
that have a moral and normative content also are a source of authority
for non-state actors in global and local spaces. Provocatively, these con-
tributions also suggest that these actors are well aware that their authority
is dependent on their claims being situated within a particular network
and discursive space, and so work to strengthen those properties as a way
to increase their authority and power.

Authority to do what? Here the distinction between regulative and con-
stitutive effects is key. Annan bundles his authority to various social roles
that have various sorts of effects. As a doctor, teacher, and police offi-
cer the UN has many roles in the international community, though all
build on the desire to create and maintain the community’s aspirations.
Sometimes this involves helping states manage the peace among them-
selves and regulate their relations. But more interesting in the context of
this volume is that the UN intends to intervene to help states find in-
ternal peace. Specifically, Annan is preaching intervention in domestic
space to alter the political and economic landscape in order to help states
better manage their internal and external relations. Consider the follow-
ing statement. In response to a September 1997 request by the Security
Council to examine the past and future prospects for promoting peace
and security in Africa, in spring 1998 UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan
presented his The Causes of Conflict and the Promotion of Durable Peace and
Sustainable Development in Africa. In that document, Annan identifies the
sources of ethnic conflict and civil wars in Africa – largely the legacies of
colonialism and how acutely self-interested and power-seeking African
leaders had dealt with and exploited those legacies; ways to prevent and
address those conflicts – largely through new practices on the ground and
intervention from above; and how to lay the foundations for a durable
peace and economic growth – largely through African states’ acceptance
of democracy and markets and renunciation of violence as an arbiter of
political disagreements and of the state as an allocator of resources. Au-
thorities such as the UN, therefore, are attempting to convince individ-
uals that the dilemmas and conflicts that they confront are not zero-sum
games but rather coordination games that are much more amenable to
solutions.

But Annan’s report also is significant in that it spends less time sug-
gesting how the UN can help states regulate their relations with other
states and their societies and more time discussing how it can help states
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reconstitute and recreate themselves. The UN espouses that democracy
(however ill-defined) and markets (however ill-defined) are not only the
most efficient but also the most desirable of all social institutions. The
UN is not alone in this project, a point clearly articulated by Annan as
he submits his report on the future of Africa to the Security Council, the
“General Assembly, and other components of the United Nations system
that have responsibilities in Africa, including other Bretton Woods insti-
tutions.” Similarly, the chapters in this volume note how IOs and NGOs
are involved in constituting the social world and African states, advo-
cating a particular model of social, economic, and political organization
adhering to not only efficiency criteria but also to legitimacy and symbolic
criteria.

Being “an authority” and “in authority” gives IOs and other actors
the opportunity and the legitimacy to intervene in local affairs to help
regulate what already exists and to help constitute something new. Sev-
eral points should be made concerning the distinction between “in au-
thority” and “an authority.” First, being “an authority” is not limited
to so-called technical and scientific issues. The boundary lines between
scientific and non-scientific matters is a blurry one (where do we put
economics?). Arturo Escobar and Jim Ferguson suggest how develop-
ment in the Third World came to be defined in a scientific way and
thus susceptible to manipulation and control by IOs and other governors
(Escobar 1995; Ferguson 1990). Schmitz (this volume) observes how
various human rights “experts” are able to meddle in local affairs be-
cause of their “expertise.” Second, taking these categories as given ig-
nores the tremendous work that actors do to try and maintain them for
precisely the purpose of shoring up their authority. Development experts
attempt to use various criteria to demonstrate the technical nature of
their enterprise and are thus amenable to intervention only by certain
classes of actors. Callaghy’s consultants are interesting for precisely their
ability to challenge the IMF’s authority claims. Obi’s chapter suggests
how international NGOs are able to use their authority in environmental
affairs to challenge the political, economic, and environmental conse-
quences of multinational involvement in oil exploration and exploitation.
Third, once an issue is defined as “technical” and solvable through more
“scientific” methods, it is more likely to be governed by outside experts
(who are involved in portraying the issue as technical and thus amenable
to manipulation and control). Ron Kassimir’s study of civil society is sug-
gestive of this process. The general point here is that non-state actors are
increasingly involved in Third World affairs because they are viewed as
being “an authority” and “in authority” over an increasing expanse of so-
cial, political, and economic life. And they are employing that authority
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not simply to help regulate and coordinate already existing activities but
also to alter the domestic topography in ways that make it more consistent
with already existing and legitimated models of political, economic, and
social organization.

This growing involvement by IOs and other non-state actors need not
imply that local and state authorities are undermined. IR theory tends
to operate with a zero-sum view of authority: there is a finite amount of
authority, and if the authority of some actors is increasing then the au-
thority of other actors is decreasing (Rosenau 1990). UN activities sug-
gest, and the chapter in this volume by Janet Roitman explicitly notes,
that this zero-sum myopia fails to recognize that authoritative activities
can have additive and not subtractive properties. Sometimes this is by
design. The UN employs its authority to reinforce rather than diminish
the authority of local and state agents. IOs, for instance, have been in-
volved in strengthening the autonomy and capacity of grassroots and
indigenous movements, and these movements, in turn, are using the
legitimacy provided by IOs to strengthen their legitimacy and author-
ity over certain realms. Many UN peacekeeping interventions are in-
tended to strengthen local authorities precisely because of the view that
their involvement was necessary in the first place because of the break-
down of local authority structures. James Ferguson provocatively sug-
gests that World Bank development failures must be treated as a success
in a particular way: they have strengthened the power, control, and au-
thority of the state over local actors (Ferguson 1990). The chapters by
Schmitz and Roitman in this volume testify to how external interven-
tions and new global discourses empower and grant authority to local
actors. The point here is to move away from a zero-sum conception
of authority; to imagine the various ways in which different authority
structures interact and combine to produce different constellations of
authority.

Such considerations lead to a further issue: although IOs and non-
state actors present their interventions as symbols of progress and by
definition as good things, we should not be so gullible. Annan instructs
his audience that the UN’s intervention is, by definition, a good thing.
The UN is a combination of doctor, rescuer, and teacher. An agent of
progress when the conditions are right and when states are wise enough
to allow the UN to operate, the image is less that of a benign agent than
of a heroic actor. Part of the discursive move is to juxtapose the practices,
interests, and category of IOs (and other non-state actors) to the practices,
interests, and category of states. States have particularistic interests, and
their transnational activities are by definition forms of intervention that
are intended to assert those interests over the countervailing interests
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of other states. The UN’s interests derive from the broader community,
and its transnational activities are designed to heal (doctor), to instruct
(teacher), and to help the weak (police). Without question Annan sees the
UN as Dr. Kildare and not as Dr. Kervorkian; this doctor is not part of
a managed care complex but instead carries a leather satchel and makes
house calls.14

But this discourse erases the possibility that the UN is an organization
that might have interests that are distinct, self-interested, and perhaps
contrary to the demands and wishes of those for whom it is authorized
to assist. Scholars must be ready to unmask the vested interests that
can lie behind the cosmopolitan reasons IOs give for their actions. Crit-
ical approaches to intervention have begun to do just that, questioning
the motivations, consequences, and benefits of intervention by IOs and
NGOs (Keen 1994; Malkki 1995, 1996).

Once we ask ourselves “who benefits?” from an intervention and from
global discourses that make possible and direct that intervention, we be-
come more naturally inclined to raise issues of distributive justice. How do
these interventions change people’s life chances, income streams, political
opportunities, and cultural creativity and autonomy? The UN portrays
its peacekeeping interventions as representing a progressive and demo-
cratic force in local politics, opening up space for the downtrodden and
outside the power elite. But such peacekeeping interventions also have
tended to reinforce the status quo because of a desire to forge an agreement
between contending rivals for power. Students of the World Bank and
the IMF have made similar observations for years, calling into ques-
tion how liberalizing forces are in fact agents of inequality (Hurrell and
Woods 1995). International actors will nearly always portray their inter-
ventions as producing progress, equality, and protection for the weak;
sometimes that might be the result, sometimes not. Global discourses
and networks can confer power and authority to local actors in all sorts
of insidious ways, as Roitman and Reno (this volume) note in the context
of shadow networks.

Once IR theorists operate with a view that the state and authority are
not forever chained, it becomes possible to imagine other actors that
might be authoritative, it becomes important to consider the conditions
under which these actors are conferred authority, and it becomes neces-
sary to ask what these actors do with that authority. These considerations
lead to a reconceptualization of the global and the local, and, as the
chapters in this volume suggest, closely watched developments in local
circumstances can lead to global conclusions.

14 For the discourse of intervention and the projection of “doing good,” see Fisher (1997).
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Conclusion

Scholars from a variety of disciplines are searching and stretching to cre-
ate the proper metaphor and model for thinking about the relationship
between the global and the local. Each discipline struggles to overcome its
own history and baggage. For IR that baggage is tightly encapsulated in
the territorial trap, a tendency to bundle the state, territory, and author-
ity, and to view the systemic and the domestic not simply as convenient
starting points for carving up the social world but as real and ontologi-
cally given realms. Although there have been some important changes as
of late, change comes slowly.

IR theorists, like all scholars, will face the daunting task of trying to
discern how to study connections that exist at different levels, sites, and
political spaces. The one matter that is becoming settled is the need to
avoid seeing one particular location as the natural starting point for anal-
ysis and for tracing the causal chains. Consider the following statement
by two anthropologists:

The key is to grasp the interactions (and disjunctions) between different sites
or levels in policy processes. Thus “studying through” [that is, tracing ways in
which power creates webs and relations between actors, institutions and dis-
courses across time and space] entails multi-site ethnographies which trace pol-
icy connections between different organizational and everyday worlds, even where
actors in different sites do not know each other or share a moral universe. (Shore
and Wright 1997: 14)15

Without too much slippage, this statement is fairly consistent with the
plea offered by Keck and Sikkink (1998: 199) as they urge IR scholars
to “grapple with the multiple interactions of domestic and international
politics as sources of change in the international system.”

The chapters in this book further provide the important methodologi-
cal reminder that scholars interested in global transformations would do
well to start at the local rather than at the global. The authors have begun
at the local level to understand global transformations and connections,
begun inductively as the first step toward more generalizable and trans-
portable findings, and have found the importance of making multisited
and multisided connections between actors at different locales. Starting
at the global and abstract level might help comprehend the broad changes
that are taking place in organizing principles and structures, but often-
times the first hint of those changes comes from new sorts of effects and
practices that can only be understood on the ground and at the micro-
level.

15 Shore and Wright (1997: 14); also see Fisher (1997: 450).
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4 Identifying the contours of transboundary
political life

Robert Latham

The transboundary formations discussed in this volume involve a broad
array of activities and practices. They range from the transmission of
ideas and commodities to the signing of international agreements and
the deployment of armies. An increasing number of scholars outside
International Relations in a variety of fields and disciplines the world
over are making such phenomena central to their research. The breadth
involved is impressive enough to make one wonder whether the iden-
tification of overall structures among such phenomena is a hopeless
task.

The reason to bother with this task is not to rein in interests and analy-
sis that have become too diffuse and scattered. Rather, it is to see whether
common analytical languages can be forged which might help draw con-
nections among the many lines of analysis emerging from an increasingly
varied range of fields. Opportunities will be missed if the study of trans-
boundary forces becomes entrenched in analytical ghettos populated by
discrete sets of phenomena – ranging from transnational relations and
global cultural flows to regional integration.

One starting point for thinking about structure is to focus on the ways
in which intersecting fields of international, global, or transnational forces
directly bump up against seemingly concrete political and social life “on
the ground.” This life can include the well-known social forms of the
state and the market. It can also include, as the authors in this volume
show, the ethnic group, social movement, militia, political party, town,
and village.1

This approach, however, does not produce any road maps. We can
point to such organizational ensembles as the UN or such institutional
configurations as an international financial regime and show how these
directly shape the politics of places around the world. But this would

1 However much these social forms, on the ground, are shot through with international
or global dimensions and can themselves shape international or global phenomena, the
point is that they are not reducible to one another. This is one of the useful points to be
derived from a level-of-analysis perspective.
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not indicate whether these or other entities are structures basic to the
global realm in the way that the state is in relation to a national context.

Thinking about political life at the level of the state is, of course, girded
by a baseline recognition of some common features – there are forms
of demarcated territory, functional administration, organized systems of
coercion, and political claims involving citizenship (it, of course, took
centuries for that baseline identity to emerge). The standard answer to
the question of why there have been no parallel constructions at the global
or international level is that it was exactly the commitment to the state as
the central political form that impoverished the other levels. Thickness
at one level, so it goes, yields thinness at others.2

As scholars such as Barrington Moore (1966) have underscored for us,
states have had powerfully organized constituencies vying to shape their
contours and purposes. However diffuse in comparison, the shaping of
international and global life has also involved powerful pressures, from
merchants pursuing trade routes and statesmen organizing world war to
the myriad purveyors of predominant norms and practices, imperial and
liberal. Thus, we end up with a global realm that is thin, fluid, and lacking
an accountable center, and yet in its diffusion is rich with varied forms,
political projects, and discourses.3

The existence of obstacles to identifying structure for this realm has
not deterred a few theorists from the task. Most famous of all structural
endeavors has been Immanuel Wallerstein’s (1974) capitalist world sys-
tems theory. John Meyer (1987) also uses the language of world system,
albeit differently. He has posited the existence of a world polity to de-
scribe the ensemble of knowledge and norms circulating among elites
in state capitals and international bureaucracies about how to organize
states and societies. Robert Cox (1987) has suggested that we may be in
the early stages of the formation of an “international state” that can gov-
ern fields of political, social, and economic relations on an international
basis. And Susan Strange (1988) contends there are four fundamental in-
ternational structures of power (organized around security, production,
finance, and knowledge) that affect political and social life across the
planet.

2 Traditional and non-traditional approaches to international relations share this observa-
tion. For traditionalists it is the international anarchy flowing from a plurality of states
that limits the international. For critical theorists or post-structuralists it is a form of
modernity wherein the political is contained in the state form.

3 The extent to which the relatively limited dimensions of collective claim-making constitute
an important difference is an issue that is beyond the scope of this chapter. Standing out
as notable exceptions are movements to end European colonization and South African
apartheid, and to limit weapons in Europe.
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In these approaches a configuration of power and institutions is identi-
fied as an essential structure of governance, shaping the seasons and tides
of international and transnational relations. These configurations entail
specialized sets of functions operating at the international level (constitut-
ing nation-states in Meyer’s case, shaping political and economic relations
in Cox and Strange’s case). The underlying attitude from which these
structures are proffered is decidedly top-down, perched at the heights of
planetary existence.

I want to take a more bottom-up approach to structure by focusing
on differences in the nature of interactions occurring across boundaries.
I will argue that interactions across the boundaries of social spaces can
take form as international arenas, translocal networks, or transterrito-
rial deployments. I will explore the third form in detail. Transterritorial
deployments are associated with interactions that are often considered
interventions, broadly conceived. That is, intervention understood to
include not just humanitarian aid, international development work, or
military incursions, however important these are, but also imperialism,
international economic advisory teams, and the economic penetration of
merchants and capitalist practices. As should become clear, however, the
range of issues and dynamics surrounding transterritorial deployments
moves far beyond the intellectual and political legacy surrounding the
term intervention.

Transterritorial deployments are central to many of the chapters in
this volume (as are arenas and networks, which will be briefly described
for that reason and in order to underscore what is unique about deploy-
ments). Deployments are hinges joining global and local forces around the
exercise of power and responsibility and the pursuit of political projects
across boundaries. As I will suggest, these hinges set serious limits to
the nature of transboundary social encounters. These limits help explain
the sometimes tragic nature of transboundary politics considered in this
volume.

Dimensions of transboundary interaction: arenas
and networks

There are three options that individuals, groups, and institutions in one
place (e.g. a city or headquarters) have for interacting with agents in an-
other place to, for example, communicate, act in concert, or exchange
with them. They can convoke in some common arena; they can trans-
mit something from one point to another; or they can dispatch or de-
ploy themselves or a representative from their place to another place.
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Convocation, transmission, and deployment are genetic logics of inter-
action in international and global life.

Convocations have actually been the most longstanding objects of study
in the field of International Relations. In one international arena or an-
other states have met to hammer out treaties, conventions, war settle-
ments, alliances, regimes, and NGOs have attempted to influence those
activities and define new ones by public lobbying and advocacy cam-
paigns. In these arenas intangible social forms and practices such as
international law or worldwide conventions share the characteristic of
populating a sort of spaceless “international realm” which is everywhere
and nowhere. It is in these arenas that international norms are articu-
lated and disseminated through the documents and discourse of the UN
and its officials and diplomats, and through the reports, campaigns, and
statements of activists.

These arenas can be thought of as “international” exactly because they
rest on the recognition – by the actors within them and the various publics
around the world that constitute their audiences – that states and societies
can convene over one issue or another. These issues typically bear directly
on the activity of states, even though the actors involved are often not state
representatives themselves. Together, a multitude of arenas overlap and
intersect to constitute what is often perceived to be the more singular
“international realm.”

Diplomatic conventions and meetings, NGO forums, and international
court proceedings are examples of activities in arenas. But arenas are not
merely international public events.4 They can persist as long as there are
actors, issues, discourses, and audiences. Actors need not literally come
together, face-to-face. All that is necessary is some common forum where
practices and discourses have immediate and direct amplification beyond
the point from which they are produced.5

4 By public I do not mean to imply that all the activities carried out in an international
arena are accessible or open to general view (as they are not, for example, in “private
diplomacy”), but only that at least there is a “public” to which the business of the arena
is directed.

5 It is for this reason that the media and their coverage of international news is so
central to international arenas. In the mid-1880s, in his famous Gemeinschaft and
Gesellschaft (1957), Ferdinand Tönnies wrote about the media as an organ of pub-
lic opinion that “is comparable and, in some respects, superior to the material power
which the states possess through their armies, their treasuries, and their bureaucratic
civil service. Unlike those, the press is not confined within natural borders . . . it is
definitely international, thus comparable to the power of a permanent or tempo-
rary alliance of states. It can, therefore, be conceived as its ultimate aim to abol-
ish the multiplicity of states and substitute for it a single world republic, coextensive
with the world market, which would be ruled by thinkers, scholars, and writers and
could dispense with means of coercion other than those of a psychological nature”
(p. 221).
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Even when a highly diverse range of individuals and institutions is
joined by a set of broad-reaching issues, such as the environment, the
arena formed remains particular and bounded. Each arena can be thought
of as possessing its own “culturally specific institutions” (Fraser 1992:
126) from the scheduled meetings of the G8 to the reports circulated
by activists worldwide about human rights violations in Tibet or East
Timor.

Although arenas operate in a sort of spaceless realm, they can have pro-
found effects on social spaces, local, regional, or national. These effects
surface throughout this volume around issues such as debt (Callaghy), hu-
man rights (Schmitz), environmental degradation (Obi), and sovereignty
(Reno). All the authors are careful to emphasize that the direct relation-
ships between arenas and specific political and social contexts are uneven
dialectical processes. The tensions, limits, and pressures involved in the
politics of local and national contexts can undermine or contradict the
often too neat categories and logics that populate discourses in interna-
tional arenas.

It is not just local conditions that can shape discourses, norms, and
practices in international arenas. Networks of various forms that popu-
late the pages of this volume are often crucial factors in the politics of
arenas. These networks transmit values across political boundaries and
social spaces. Since the 1960s and 1970s they have received increasingly
concentrated attention in a variety of disciplines.

While network activity can surely shape activities in international
arenas – and become relevant to decisions and discussions in them –
it remains a fundamentally different dimension of interaction. In an
international arena actors – state and non-state “come together” in a
sort of international public sphere. Networks rest on the transmission of
one form of capital (political, symbolic, informational, financial, etc.)
from one node (populated by individuals or organizations, including
those of a state) in one place to another node and place. The con-
stituents of these networks remain emplaced in their various local con-
texts, propelling flows of symbols and materials to one another from those
positions.6

Of course, an international arena can be shot through with networks
and can, if one likes, be identified itself as one large network or web of
networks. Likewise, networks can be viewed as types of arenas, as cel-
ebrants of virtual communities like to point out. These are, however,

6 Translocal networks are a distinct species of the wider network genus. If translocal net-
works are on one end of a hypothetical continuum, then on the other end are networks
based on “elective affinity,” composed of nodes in close, everyday proximity to one an-
other (such as a network of support among immigrants in an urban neighborhood).
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reductive views that fail to acknowledge the distinct public character of
international arenas (spaces where not only diplomats convene, but such
things as international law and universal declarations are written, rati-
fied, coded, and stored). Translocal networks stand out from arenas as
specialized pathways of flows of messages, knowledge, and goods from
one “place” to another along a channel or trajectory that is not typically
open to the view of a public.

Indeed, the relationship between networks and arenas is not just about
how comparatively narrow networks shape the arguments and regulative
contours of public arenas (or how a “network of networks” can pub-
licize an issue through its accumulative reach – see Keck and Sikkink
1998). From the other direction, the discourses of international arenas,
as Cooper shows, can enter the narrower circuits of networks defined
by exclusive memberships according to claims to professionalism (e.g.
NGOs), privilege (e.g. financial access), and faith (e.g. religious “broth-
erhoods”). As Obi and others show (Wilson 1997), local NGOs caught
up in specific struggles adopt “global idioms” of rights-talk to frame their
political claims.

The diversity of activities pursued by the variety of institutions and
individuals that populate networks and arenas is on its face seemingly
overwhelming. Moreover, the boundaries between networks and are-
nas are often not automatically self-evident, especially when the net-
work exchanges of an organization such as Greenpeace can spill over
into an arena as an ever wider circle is exposed to its activities and
information. Any organization can operate in both networks and are-
nas and they face fundamental strategic and tactical choices as to how
and when they do so. One way to move toward mapping differences
in the nature, range, and impact of activities across networks and
arenas is to identify how widely amplified activities and practices are.
Internationally circulating publications, treaties, or press releases are
far more widely amplified than the internal memorandums of a given
network.

A second basis of distinction is the degree to which the activities and
practices of an institution, organization, or network of individuals have
“sway” over those of other institutions, organizations, or individuals. The
activities of the networks described by Carolyn Nordstrom and Janet
Roitman are relatively narrowly amplified and effectively private. None-
theless, such networks do impact deeply the lives touched by the activities
and practices carried on within them in the various towns and villages
across countries such as Angola and regions such as the Chad Basin.
They have sway over individual lives, communities, and institutions that
are not operatives or members of the networks.
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Transterritorial deployments

Besides arenas and networks there is a third dimension that is associ-
ated with the logic of dispatch and it is populated by what can be called
“transterritorial deployments.” They have received no real explicit theo-
retical attention – and yet are relatively easily recognized and historically
prevalent. A transterritorial deployment (TD) is an installation in a local
context of agents from outside that context. The place from which they
are deployed is typically some kind of organizational platform (e.g. the
headquarters of an international agency such as the UNHCR, a transna-
tional corporation [TNC], or even the capital of a Western state).7 I will
focus on TDs because they are the least understood of the three forms of
interaction and yet are critical to many of the chapters in this volume.

I am using the word “transterritorial” to describe simply the movement
of a social entity across the boundaries of a territory from some external
place, where the entity retains in that territory its identity as external.8

That entity could be an invading army, a scientific expedition, a charitable
aid organization, a caravan of merchants, or a group of technocratic in-
ternational financial institution advisors. More extreme versions include
“stateless” refugees shunted from one transit point to another or even air
traffic that literally cuts across territory.9

The starkest ideological manifestation of transterritoriality is the desig-
nation of a place entered into as “empty” or “vacant” space. Such desig-
nation requires neglect of existing socio-political organizations of people

7 The reader might want to argue that a given system of deployment is nothing but a
network. However, in the way I am using the term network here this makes no sense,
as we shall see, because what is unique about deployments is the connection of that
which is deployed (e.g. a temporary field office) and the organizational platform from
which it is deployed (e.g. an international agency headquarters), rather than its more
autonomous links to nodes situated in other local or national contexts.

8 By using the term transterritorial in this specialized way I am clearly distancing myself
from the more common use of it to describe all the interactions and institutions that are
not rooted in territorially bounded organization. Ruggie (1993) sees these interactions
as anchored in “nonterritorial functional space.” I am arguing that such interactions and
institutions appear in all of the three dimensions outlined above (the international arena,
the translocal network, and the deployment). I am saving the term transterritorial for the
last dimension because the movement of an entity across territory is what distinguishes
it from the “nonterritorial” arena. In contrast, what is distinctive about the transborder
network is the rootedness of its nodes in territorial organization, from which capital
(monetary or informational) can thereupon be transmitted across borders or territory if
you like.

9 Externality is naturally a tricky status in that, for some readers, any external force by
definition becomes “internalized” by its presence. But that is a reductive standpoint that
fails to recognize as legitimate the designation or organization of a social entity as external
and ignores the interesting tensions generated by that status in a local context. It is the
negotiation of the terms of that externality between local and non-local forces that is
exactly what is interesting.
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and places. Whereas this designation justified property claims over lands
in the name of effective use in the European colonization of the Amer-
icas and Africa (Tully 1995: 93), more recently it provided theorists of
modernization with a way to characterize so-called pre-modern, under-
developed rural lands (LaPalombara 1971: 230).

Something is external when it has relatively thick organic links back to
some outside point of origin. However, not all transterritorial phenom-
ena involve deployment. The transterritorial movement of refugees or air
traffic, despite retaining an external point of reference, does not in any
meaningful sense involve deployment. Deployment entails the purposeful
forward placement of a unit, division, or representative of an organization
or institution in some local context, such that the entity deployed stands
as a component of that deploying organization (which I labeled above a
platform). An army sent into a territory from some command center is
a prime example. But so is a team of World Bank experts or the field
operations of the Red Cross.

Transterritorial deployments are by definition specialized in relation to
any local social order they enter since they rest on the forward placement
of a defined and delimited organization from outside. In other words, they
move along relatively narrow bands of intervention or engagement with
local order. An organization, individual, or institution could never carry
with it the range of culture, politics, and social relations that are encoun-
tered in a given locale. The most extreme form of this external movement
is extra-territorial, where the deployed organizational form (e.g. military
or consular) carries its own culture, laws, and juridical authority (or in
the case of a “factory,” its own system of economic extraction and trade).
Extra-territorial status is mirrored today in the near immunity possessed
by some humanitarian workers who increasingly employ their own se-
curity forces (de Waal 1997: 190). It is also too closely mirrored in the
“camp havens” for traders profiting from war described by Nordstrom
in chapter 10, which resemble the merchant compounds from centuries
past, as well as in Roitman’s contemporary regional trading entrepôts.
Reno suggests in chapter 9 that whole new forms of extra-territoriality
are emerging for some African rulers operating in zones outside their
formally recognized state boundaries.

We can contrast this with a political authority such as a municipal ad-
ministration that, in principle, has general responsibility for a local polity.
Yet we know that a deployed army can take on such general responsibility
in an occupation of enemy territory, as the US Army did in Japan after
World War II. Armies conveniently carry their own system of order on
their backs in the shape of strict hierarchies and circumscribed missions.
They also are unlikely to be dependent on local security forces. Despite
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being relatively self-contained, armies cannot help confronting the prob-
lem of local order if for no other reason than that they so often disrupt the
orders that fall in their pathway. Occupation duty and colonial glory are,
in this respect, two sides of the same coin. What to do in the aftermath of
conquest is never automatically clear even within earshot of the imperial
trumpet.10 An army’s presence in a place forces it to confront, reluctantly
or not, the question of post-conflict order. As General Eisenhower put it
in 1942 regarding the US Army in French North Africa: “[T]he sooner
I can get rid of all these questions that are outside the military scope, the
happier I will be! Sometimes I think I live ten years each week, of which
at least nine are absorbed in political and economic matters” (cited in
Benvenisti, 1993: 82).

If deployments are (in principle) limited, then how are the boundaries
of their specialization enacted “on the ground” and defined or identified
by planners, practitioners, and local recipients of the deployment? This
is really a question about the scope of the involvement of the organization
deployed – how much of political and social life “on the ground” is drawn
up into its purview and range of self-defined responsibility.

Besides scope, another dimension that is basic to the identity of a
transterritorial deployment is its status as temporary or permanent. What
distinguishes a military occupation in formal terms from a colonization or
political incorporation is its status as temporary. This is not a mere func-
tion of duration since how long a (temporary) deployment lasts is often
quite variable, sometimes continuing for a seemingly indefinite period,
as in the Israeli occupation of Palestine.

Status, like scope, has a bearing on the question of responsibility for
local order. It also serves as a marker for what an outside agent thinks
it has a right to do in some place and is another basis for keeping a de-
ployment along narrow, delimited channels within a local context. With
temporary status there is no acknowledgment that what is deployed is
present to serve as the ultimate and lasting authority over a local order
(which is a claim the state makes within its territory). Whether something
is recognized as permanent or temporary will likely change the terms of
interaction between transterritorial and local actors. For example, in cal-
culating whether it is worth cooperating with an international aid effort,
local actors need not do so when they know that withdrawal is near at
hand. This was understood to be part of the logic of interaction between
Somali warlords and international interveners in the early 1990s.

10 Conklin (1997: 52, 95) describes the uneasy relationship between a conquering French
army in Africa and its limited capacity to construct new orders in places over which it
achieves dominance.
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Figure 4.1 Dimensions of transterritorial deployment.

Although the variety of deployed forms that can operate across social
or political boundaries is considerable, the dimensions of scope and
status allow us to begin to map out some differences and help us iden-
tify where transterritoriality begins and ends (recognizing that these
differences are not discrete but form a continuum), as shown in
Figure 4.1.

At one extreme are deployments so narrow and temporary that their im-
print on a social space is questionable. Historian Owen Lattimore (1962:
132) aptly described the self-containedness of an air traffic system vis-á-
vis the material life of Central Asia:

[A] few airplanes more or less flying in from distant industrial lands cannot them-
selves change the structure of Central Asia. The real question is whether air traffic
in that region – and throughout Asia – is to be merely a kind of air-borne colonial
enterprise, or whether the full fabric of a modern industrialism can be created to
“naturalize” the use of the air and make it part of an inclusive social command
over the environment.

We could just as easily substitute for “air traffic,” air-borne humanitarian
aid and for “social command over the environment,” local social and
political order.

Even if deployments have the same scope and status they can vary in
terms of their sway over people and places. The narrow and temporary
fact-finding missions by human rights organizations and UN agencies
described by Obi and Schmitz have little direct influence over the lives of
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people in the countries they visit. The highly circumscribed nature of their
mission precludes greater influence. In contrast, when a development
organization such as UNDP sets up a project in a given locale, it may
remain a temporary effort that is narrowly focused on some aspect of
economic life. But its sway over the lives drawn into that project can
be considerable (especially when project budgets can match or exceed
government budgets in the relevant locale).

On the opposite end of the continuum are phenomena that are per-
manent and broad. Political forms such as colonial states and annexa-
tions represent the outer boundary of TDs. That is, whatever the orig-
inal scope and status of an organ deployed from a metropole or state
capital, once moves toward annexation, political incorporation, or state-
formation emerge the external quality of a deployment evaporates. The
move from a military occupation (temporary but likely to be relatively
broad) to the permanent claims of a colonial regime to order a social
space implies an internalization of the conqueror’s presence within the
territory in question. (Decolonization can be understood as exactly the
attempt to externalize colonial regimes.)

But we also have to be careful about assuming all imperialisms were
broad in scope. Dutch imperial strategy only drew up into its net what was
essential to profitable commercial relations (Braudel 1984: 202; see also
Arrighi, 1994: 201). Territorial responsibility was avoided where possi-
ble in the pursuit of “secure retreats” for merchants (Fieldhouse 1966:
50–51). With time this changed as the scope of activity widened (espe-
cially with settlers following on the heels of merchants and explorers in
southern Africa or the East Indies). Even with the acquisition of colonies
in the Americas these were generally treated by the Dutch “as if they were
mere factories or estates” (p. 52).

In general, a given form of deployment, such as trusteeship, can change
its status and scope, especially from temporary to permanent and from
narrow to wide (or exhibit more than one type of status or scope). This
implies that across the various types of deployments – ranging across
differences in scope and status – there are sometimes significant connec-
tions. In the historical development of various imperial relations, there
was often a starting point where missionaries, merchant adventurers, or
soldiers were deployed along narrow channels of relations. In time the
scope of these penetrations expanded along with a clear definition of
permanent status, leading to full-fledged colonization.

Why and how these transformations occur are among the more in-
teresting sets of questions associated with transterritorial deployments.
With the exception of the activities of the Spanish in the Americas, for-
mal and outright acquisition of relatively large aggregations of land and
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peoples was not the typical process of colonial development. Not only
was there explicit interest sometimes in expansion providing it could be
achieved through strategic points and key monopolies (the Dutch min-
imal approach), but initial penetrations into Africa and elsewhere were
often undertaken by mercantile companies that sought to contain their
scope of responsibility (in social, political, and territorial terms) to that
which was judged profitable. Narrowly defined scope to serve privately
defined purposes was often not a viable basis upon which to build a self-
sustaining presence even along a coast, prompting aid from and often
acquisition by states from home.

Quite often, one transterritorial deployment can invite in another,
typically to bolster or advance its position in some locale. Missionar-
ies were not immune from inviting European armies into Africa in the
name of order and security. These invitations often ended in the establish-
ment of protectorates, which in turn transformed into formal colonies.
Even though missions, traders, explorers, or adventurers may be forms
of micro-deployments, their activities have often forced the question of
what kind of relationship their home states have to a penetrated place,
promoting changes in status and scope (see Fieldhouse 1966: 84–85, 97,
179; and Doyle 1986: 179).

Relatedly, many of the narrow, African coastal enclaves established be-
fore the last decades of the nineteenth century became platforms for fur-
ther deployments inland in places such as the Gold Coast, Sierra Leone,
and Nigeria. Initial, narrow-based deployments typically developed into
permanent acquisitions along coasts. Pre-port settlements were trans-
formed into Portuguese towns in Mozambique. Elmina started as a fort
and then acquired a municipal charter. Enclaves such as these, as has
often been recounted, provided the basis for military expeditions and
trading circuits nearby and became stepping stones toward the formation
of more full-blown protectorates and colonial annexations.

It should not be assumed that the only type of relevant transformation
of a deployment is toward permanent and broad forms associated with
colonialism. A deployment such as a church mission, a transnational oil
corporation installation, or an international NGO office can also become
a node in a translocal network. The organizational form in this case is no
longer simply an external entity: a mission becomes a diocese, a company
affiliate becomes “domesticated” (Obi’s term), and a factory becomes a
town. Connections to platforms such as headquarters may take on both
network and deployment qualities.

Finally, with the delegitimation of colonialism in the second half of the
twentieth century, the most likely fate for a transterritorial deployment
is not some transformation to a permanent and broad political form but
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some sort of termination. Rather than rendering TDs irrelevant, in the
age we have entered it seems that narrow and temporary deployments are
proliferating in form, if not also in number. Even the classic occupation
model (e.g. post-WWII) has fallen out of favor. Recent UN peacekeeping
missions rest on relatively loose coordination between multilateral organs,
individually deployed in the short-term, rather than centralized political
authority.11

Situational power

In contrast to international arenas, which rest on the expansive possibili-
ties of widely amplified discourses and practices, transterritorial deploy-
ments are defined by limits. The more limited a deployment (the more
narrow its scope and provisional its status), the more transterritorial it is.
The most transterritorial of deployments, in principle, would draw hardly
any of the social and political life occurring in a territory into its web of
relations.

But even the lightest of deployments can affect considerably life within
the locale it enters. This forces the question of why, if TDs are generally
defined by their limits in scope and status, they are so closely linked with
some of the most excessive exercises of power in human history. It is
natural to look to uneven capabilities associated with technology, social
organization, and wealth (Headrick 1981). While certainly this is part
of the answer, it cannot be the whole story, especially since quite often
deployments (limited by their very nature) were out-manned and out-
resourced by the political communities they encountered (such as other
empires or states). I think there is something uniquely powerful about
the narrowness of deployments that works to their advantage in local
contexts.

The relationship between limits and power is usually viewed in terms
of constraints, those imposed on someone or something (or power un-
derstood as the construction and imposition of constraints that shape
outcomes – see Lukes 1974). What I have in mind is different: how (self-
imposed) constraints shape the actions and character of the producers of
such limits.12 The constraints I am interested in are those of the limited
mission of a UN-led aid effort, the minimal engagement of a TNC with
problems of local governance, the lack of public authority of an inter-
national NGO, or the disregard for existing political relations in a locale
by a mercantile company. Transterritorial deployments, being narrow in

11 The attempt to resurrect something like the occupation model to organize and authorize
broader-based UN-led interventions is outlined in Chopra (1996).

12 An abstract discussion of power as negativity more broadly is in Dyrberg (1997: 133–37).
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character, define a delimited range of concerns and interactions within
which they will be engaged. That delimited range can be thought of as
a “situation.” It might be a refugee crisis, a famine, an ethnic conflict,
a security threat, or an opportunity to extract primary resources. Power
first operates in the emergence of a bounded definition of a situation – a
crisis, conflict, or opportunity. The power – understood as shaping out-
comes – comes from the keeping out of other issues – those associated
with the broader political and social implications of a situation.13 With a
boundary, a TD is able to locate a range of operation: thus, the constraints
may open the way to capability within a narrow channel of practices and
discourses.

In the past couple of decades, inspired by leftist critiques and Foucault,
we have become used to thinking of power outside the classic Weberian
“power over another’s choices” as a matter of having power over or within
the structures that constitute social existence. The more constitutive ca-
pacity, the more power. Situational power, in contrast, is a power within
which this constitutional role is delimited: it refracts people, discourses,
and resources into a contained situation, by coding them and bringing
them into a bounded, temporary space, ranging from the refugee camp
to the makeshift factory. This is not power that can be hegemonic. That
is, it is quite different from the intensive power over and extensive power
within society and social space of some states as described by Michael
Mann (1984). It is the power not to have to take on the responsibil-
ity entailed by these powers over and within society. It is the power to
enter and withdraw relatively flexibly from situations. The SWAT team
analogy, as drawn by one UNHCR spokesman to describe the agency’s
growing emergency relief operations, is quite apt (cited in Barutciski
1996).

The relationship between situational power and flexibility is interest-
ing. Flexibility has often been thought of as flowing from the strength
and depth of an institution – its ability to adapt to changing circum-
stances without decaying (Huntington 1968: 13–17). But when it comes
to TDs, flexibility should be seen as a function of constraint and narrow-
ness. It reflects an ability to move along narrow channels without being
overly constrained by the broader social and political environment in a
local context. We are familiar these days with this relationship because

13 In one example of an explicit recognition of how important situational power has become
to an agency such as the UNHCR, and how it displaces broader political approaches,
a recent anonymous staff member contrasted “situational approaches” to those that
focused on the politics of an entire region by engaging “with regional institutions such as
OAS, OSCE, OAU, and CIS in order to address asylum practices and forced migration
patterns on a regional basis” (Takahashi 1997: 271).
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of its economic manifestations, however much they may be exaggerated.
Capital is “footloose” and production is flexibly configured.

However, when deployments that start out transterritorial become
more deeply embedded in their social contexts – evident most typically in
the assumption of responsibility for constituting forms of social existence
– they become less flexible. As a result, a deployment loses latitude over
movement and withdrawal. This happens, for example, when a trading
post becomes a town or a seat of colonial administration.14

What does it mean to have a lot or a little situational power? Being
powerful in this context means being flexible and contained. It means
having the ability to remain highly specialized and ready to channel flows
of resources, meanings, and bodies in and out of a “situation” accord-
ing to its defined logic. The ideal level of this power is perhaps only
approached by TNCs in free trade zones around the world or invest-
ment houses channeling capital in and out of markets. But even such
supposedly “footloose” actors are quite dependent on and vulnerable to
the regulatory and constitutive actions of states within which they op-
erate. All TDs are vulnerable to pressures and “manipulation” by local
forces, state and non-state (just as those local forces remain vulnerable
to manipulation by TDs). One pointed example is the use of UNHCR
refugee camps as safety and concentration zones by rebel or counter-
rebel forces in Central Africa, or as sources of cheap labor for local
enterprises.

From one angle it may seem contradictory to posit a form of power so
closely tied to vulnerability and the effectiveness of outside agents. But the
point is that self-contained forms of power abdicate to varying degrees
responsibility for organizing and securing their external environments.
They therefore remain subject to organization by – and threats from –
others. When the Portuguese built their sea-borne empire mostly on the
control of key points (factories, trading posts, and bases) they assembled
a remarkable web of power that was, however, highly vulnerable to ma-
nipulation and capture by others exactly because of its minimal presence
in various places. Indeed, quite often factories and forts were established
through negotiation with local powers rather than force. Likewise, today
a great many humanitarian deployments rest on “negotiated access” or
the promise of “peace corridors” for their operation. Once deployed, they
can have considerable sway over people’s lives because of the relatively
abundant resources circulating within their zones of operation.

14 The Huntingtonian notions of adaptability and situational flexibility are related, in that
what gives a thick institution the ability to flexibly adapt is its capacity to set boundaries
around past, outdated practices, around too many demands on those and current ones,
etc. In effect, within its world it narrows and re-channels itself.
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Power viewed not as a singly dominating and secure force, but as some-
thing by its very nature accompanied by vulnerability, is consistent with
the rather tragic co-dependency analyzed by William Reno between rulers
and corporations, both of which remain narrowly contained within their
own delimited range of operations. The presence of TDs not only alters
the social and political landscape; it can, in so doing, open up options for
rulers, who can build alliances with TDs on narrow terms. As a result,
they can better avoid more broad-based political alliances which might
subject such rulers to political claims associated with the operation of a
moral community.15

One reason for the contemporary vulnerability of TDs is that there
are various relevant networks and arenas of which local actors can be a
part. Access to these networks and arenas can change their relationship
to TDs. When, for example, UNDP deploys a field team to a district,
it interacts not only with “locals” but with some locals who are part of
regional or translocal networks exchanging information about develop-
ment with international NGOs that in turn can be applied in negotiations
with UNDP. Likewise a team deployed by the World Bank to a capital,
as Callaghy shows, is likely to confront quite a few experts who are part
of translocal networks. And we can also count on these experts and other
officials to be participants in activities at the UN or other sites. The point
is that the local must always be understood to be a juncture point between
arenas, networks, and deployments.16 The problem is that the politics of
those junctures rarely unfold on equal terms, as capacities to shape images
in international arenas or the terms and currency of network exchanges
have been historically uneven.

Local governance, supralocal rule, and the state

The question of power has taken us close to what lies at the heart of TDs:
their interface with actors and forces in the places where they operate.
Deployed entities can traverse territory to approach some particular place

15 Migdal (1988: 266) points to the additional fear that political alliances might simply
strengthen local political forces that could compete with forces in the state capital (as a
result, it is better to deal with an international mining company).

16 This juncture is one of two ways in which intersections can occur between the dimensions.
The other is from within one of the dimensions. For example, representatives of a group
of states convening in the international arena can be recipients of information or money
from networks whether they are lobbying NGOs or corporate contributors. In general, in
order for an intersection to take place there needs to be some kind of a “space” (or more
accurately point in space) that serves as the juncture point. A local context, where there
is likely to be a mixing of actors and institutions operating in the different dimensions
(often any given actor can operate in all three dimensions), is especially propitious for
such intersections.
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within it (a town or state capital). Key here is the way in which “what is
deployed” intersects with a specific range of what is “happening on the
ground.”

Intersections of this sort can be viewed most easily in geographical
terms (the village, town, or district). But we should not overlook whether
the space of intersection can be functional rather than simply geograph-
ical. That is, organs deployed somewhere can engage with a specialized
range of political operations and practices within a territory. For exam-
ple, when an IFI advisory unit is deployed to a state capital to help shape
national policy it typically does not confront the range of communities
in that city or territory or the problems of governance associated with
them, but a narrow range of technical specialists. (In contrast, a civil
administration unit of a military occupation can confront a wide range
of interests and governance issues.) Indeed, the kind of intervention we
associate with “structural adjustment” efforts would hardly have been
possible without that sort of functional specialization. (Of course, func-
tionally localized intersections of this sort can have considerable sway
over people’s lives.)17

Since TDs are narrow in scope and often temporary in status they are
unlikely to be very good candidates as constitutors of order, even if they
sought to be so. There is, of course, order constituted within the relatively
self-contained spaces of a deployment. But we have to be cautious about
attributing governance capacity (as Kassimir uses the term, this volume)
to TDs based on this internal ordering and governance. Consider two
types of examples. The first is the company compound – equivalent to
company towns – that arose in different parts of colonial Africa. As long as
these compounds remained effectively cordoned off from the social space
within which they entered, they remained external entities ordering their
own domain. (However, when company compounds became towns they
no longer retained the external quality that distinguishes a deployment
as transterritorial.)

A second type of example is the refugee camp present in Africa today.
These camps, in contrast to company compounds, do not typically change
their status and become a permanent part of the geographical land-
scape. They can be viewed as an ordered social space for this population
of refugees, since sometimes quite some effort goes into governing a

17 It is important to avoid seeing the local everywhere, since there will always be a limit as
to who and what an organization can engage. Recognizing the trap of this reductivism, I
none the less feel comfortable contrasting an organization that takes broad (read “non-
local”) responsibility for (or authority over) the provision of social and political order
with an organization that seeks to intervene in that order only at key entry points (read
“local”).
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camp’s internal domain. Even so, they tell us something different than the
compounds do about the limited relationship between TDs and locales.
Refugee camps are far less able to be cordoned off from the contexts in
which they are installed. They are usually installed in some identifiable
and recognized locale, whether it is on the outskirts of a town or in a dis-
trict or region. It is telling that a great deal of UNHCR effort goes into
negotiating the terms of the establishment of a camp (especially security
and access) with local authorities or “local power groups” (Kirby et al.,
1997: 182). So we would have to be cautious about attributing local or-
der to an organization such as the UNHCR. True to their form as TDs,
UNHCR field operations have had severely limited capacity to directly
shape local order and have found themselves, as mentioned above, quite
often subject to penetration from outside forces, including militias. It is
their situational power that allows them to construct a refugee domain in
a local context – and an order within it – without being hegemonic over
the local context itself.18 Their presence affects that local context, but
does not order it.

A consideration of the relationship between TDs and locales cannot
proceed as though these two forms directly intersect on their own terms.
There are also questions about which fields of order – with wider geo-
graphical reach – can lay claim to a locale and what type of relationship
a relevant TD has to those fields. (I am using the term order here to
denote some form of bounded political association rather than to denote
an arrangement or system of relations as is typically meant by terms such
as “international order.”) The two master fields are the state and empire.
It is not possible to think seriously about the relationship between local
life and non-local forces without making processes of state-formation,
colonial or not, central.

Constituting an order of this sort entails making claims of respon-
sibility, on a supralocal basis, over one or more locales. These locales
can aggregate into a contiguous territory as in the case of a state or a

18 It can be argued that ultimately there is no single force that is responsible for consti-
tuting local or any other form of order (and that it is always a matter of multiple forces
and actors). I am quite sympathetic to that view and argue for it elsewhere regarding
sovereignty – see Latham (2000b). However, my concern is not with any one actor, in-
stitution, or configuration of forces constituting order. Rather, it is with the relationship
between a field of order constituted – meanings, codes, legitimate practices – and a set of
agents establishing or maintaining that field. My argument is that a TD can contribute
to a part of such a field of order through its presence and the domain it works within
or creates, but it need not be one of the forces directly constituting the general fabric of
order in a given locale. For example, while UNHCR may constitute a refugee camp that
shapes order near a small city, it does not constitute the municipal order (even though
that order rests on a varied array of actors and institutions in government, the economy,
and society).
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land-based empire, or remain relatively isolated and dispersed islands
of incorporation and colonization within other geographical spaces (the
sea-borne fort and outpost-based empire – e.g. early Dutch model). The
pursuit of supralocal claims over locales is something that – in the history
of social science theory – rulers do, whether they are imperial metropoles
or just state institutions in national capitals.19 How and why supralo-
cal claims are made depends on the types of political projects rulers are
caught up in: the type of state-formation or empire-building being pur-
sued. As Cooper (this volume) reminds us, the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries witnessed the emergence of new political projects associated
with European expansion that altered the possibilities of supralocal rule
across distances and the relationship of deployments to those possibilities.
These projects changed since that time as various “civilizing missions”
and humanitarianisms arose while others fell away.

Supralocal rule emerges when an ensemble of institutions and agents,
organized hierarchically and coordinated around some common iden-
tity, can project itself into a set of geographical and social spaces. The
construction of such rule has, as argued above, generated a considerable
number of TDs. Rulers have often been quite capable of constituting
platforms for deployments as the history of imperialism makes clear.20

Expeditions to explore and map spaces, to develop trade monopolies, and
to convert to a religion are pointed examples. Whatever the initial motives
of encounter, a ruler in principle has a choice as to whether a deployment

19 The term supralocal rule is being used instead of political center. The term political
or societal center (see Shils 1975) has been with us for some time and is not without
problems. Most of all, the concept, as an ideal type, automatically accords the status of
center to a configuration of agency such as a state in relation to some typically formal
social field such as a territory and its inhabitants, when this status may be in the least
questionable. Of course, problems with the power and status of centers vis-à-vis a terri-
tory were exactly what theorists such as Edward Shils were concerned with. But in the
intellectual spirit of modernization theory they allow an idealized theoretical vision of
centrality per se to guide their analysis (challenged by dependency theory’s peripheral-
ization of centers). Note that the concept is also wholly internalistic, with no suggestion
of dynamics between internal and external forces (however much the impact of colonial-
ism was recognized in modernization theory). The point is not to throw out terms such
as center, or even related ones such as core and metropole since they usefully suggest
structures of hierarchy. But we need to qualify and contextualize our use of such terms
by recognizing, on the one hand, that the status of centrality is a function of a political
project rather than being an inherent condition and, on the other hand, that there are in-
ternal and external dimensions to the boundaries or social spaces a center applies to that
also are a function of a political project. Supralocal rule supplies an analytical vantage
point from which to make those qualifications.

20 The interesting question is what kind of field of power comprises contemporary inter-
national organizational deployments, NGO networks, and international arena activities.
So far the catch-all phrase for it is either international order or more recently “global
governance.”
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will entail claims over a locale to incorporation within a wider order or re-
main transterritorial. The possibility of choice becomes constrained when
a given project, such as an imperialist one, by its nature more or less maps
what the relationship between a ruler and an encountered locale should
become.21

The project of a supralocal rule that perhaps offers the least latitude
over relations with locales is the construction of national territory. States
can adopt two basic attitudes toward geographical spaces and the locales
within them. One attitude is that of territorial incorporation. Obviously,
incorporation can involve internal territorialization (adding national ter-
ritory) or external incorporation (adding colonies). Both entail claims to
embed locales in wider supralocal orders.

The second attitude is the development of some external relation-
ship, short of incorporation, which can be labeled interventionary. The
interventionist approach of a state depends on TDs sent from platforms
floated by the state (e.g. in the US case the Pentagon and its Southern
Command). Interventionary deployments by states typically are transter-
ritorial and do not involve taking responsibility for local order or em-
bedding a locale in a wider order, however much such interventions
impact local life. The activities of USAID stand out as exactly this type of
intervention.

There has been no real effort to draw out how the actions of states
operating in their internal and external realms correspond and differ. We
have on one side the study of the foreign policy operations of power-
ful states such as the USA and on the other the longstanding study of
state-formation and development vis-à-vis political and social life inside
national boundaries. I have attempted elsewhere to draw attention to this
problem by unbundling the state into a state center that can face inward
as an “internal state” toward the locales and orders inside its territory
and outward as an “external state” toward societies and orders outside
its borders.22

Might the same sets of logic regarding scope and status carry over
to the internal sphere? Certainly we know that in the long history of
European state-formation there have been some very narrow deploy-
ments (e.g. taxes, courts, and sheriffs) relative to the twentieth-century

21 This does not preclude arguments over whether a locale is to be subject to colo-
nization (leading, when answered in the negative, to potentially informal imperialistic
relations).

22 See Latham (1997a: ch. 2) regarding the post-World War II US state. Notable exceptions
to this include the theoretical tradition that treats state formation as a form of colonization
as in the work of Michael Hechter (1975) or Eugene Weber (1976). There is also the
dependencia concept of the periphery that is inside a core.
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experience in the West with the comprehensively ordering state (or as
Foucault would have it, the “governing” state).23 There is a great deal at
stake in this question. And those stakes are not just about the sometimes
noted potential parallels between the history of European state-formation
and the development of states in regions such as Africa. Rather, they are
about viewing such parallels in terms of internal and external patterns of
formation, moving to the point where taking the separation of the inter-
nal and external for granted as a starting point of analysis ought to be
questioned (see Bayart 1993: 20–32).

This turn of view is especially relevant for the African region, where
supralocal rule is considered weak – barely able to penetrate national
territory to govern and construct an order. And, so it goes, those who
cannot penetrate are condemned to be penetrated. African state “weak-
ness” emerged as the primary element anchoring understandings of in-
ternational order changed from empires and colonies to sovereign states.
New African rulers could use these new norms to legitimate claims over
territory and resources (Jackson 1990). However, an imperial legacy re-
mained in that African leaders were forced to derive their standing from
a translocal project: this time not empire but international liberal order.
In so doing, African rulers legitimated (to former colonial rulers and
the UN) an order that was also unaccountable to their nations. As a re-
sult, merchants, missionaries, and humanitarians, in their transterritorial
deployments, could confront Africans as subjects of international order
rather than as guardians of their own robust national projects.24 When
intervening in some place outsiders need not concern themselves with the
existence of a national moral community. That place essentially is treated
as one big internal frontier. Deploying to Africa, and directly intervening
in local contexts, remains a very viable option (exercised according to the
interests of the agents involved). African rulers must share their interna-
tionally constituted national territories – or claims on the locales within
– with organizational platforms ranging from NGOs and IOs to states in
the West. Reno’s discussion (this volume) of the reach of US courts over
the practices of Firestone in Africa is a pointed example of this.

23 Likewise, a national sphere is laced with networks, some of which reach out beyond
national borders. And it is not so far-fetched to imagine that a nation-state is composed
in part of an overlapping set of national arenas, which have many of the characteristics
of international arenas.

24 In effect, African states are viewed as unable to constitute robust national “arenas” where
systems of law, norms, and bodies of representation and deliberation operate in processes
of constituting and reconstituting broad civic projects associated with the provision of
public welfare and the regulation of economic and social life. We should not accept at
face value the implication in Jackson’s framework that domestic thinness means that
African political figures are more “extraverted” (Bayart’s [1993] term) vis-à-vis forces
and resources coming from outside Africa.
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This perspective rests on the assumption that states in the West
enjoy far greater control over the terms of penetration within their
national territories. UNHCR does not set up refugee camps in Western
Europe or North America. Yet we know that Western national territo-
ries are viewed as being notably vulnerable to transborder networks of
intra-firm trade, currency transactions, capital movements, and transna-
tional mafias. Western countries typically have a robust array of translo-
cal networks (associated with international civil society) reaching out
across international space.25 When we consider some of the local
implications – the formation of “global cities” somewhat disarticulated
from national centers and territories and local claims to some autonomy
against state centers within wider configurations of order such as the Eu-
ropean Union – we also need to loosen the internal/external dichotomy
for the West.

In Africa and elsewhere, as Roitman and Reno (this volume) show,
supralocal rule is not necessarily undermined by the power of local and
transboundary forces. The ability of locales to order and integrate them-
selves into translocal webs of networks or broad systems of transborder or-
der decreases the pressure on rulers to have to do the ordering themselves,
providing there does not emerge any untenable costly conflict between the
ruler’s interest and those external networks and orders or challenges to
national territorial claims. This point has a parallel in the long history of
empires founded on forms of indirect rule, where it was in the interests of
metropoles to let locales govern locally so that the imperial power would
not have to take responsibility itself for governance all the way down. The
precarious balance suggested by this prospect may be leaving states with
far greater latitude over when, where, and how they might intervene in
local contexts. While states might retain claims to order the spaces and
places of a national territory to varying degrees – based, for instance, on
the robustness of national systems of law and policing – locales would
informally be tied into networks via the activities of their residents. This
is not necessarily a happy prospect because responsibility devolves away
from a supralocal ruler (or is never really lodged there when the ruler is
weak). States that can deploy themselves into local contexts along narrow

25 We could view these networks as operating at the behest of the state as informal charters
(arguing that they could be shut down at any time by Western states that construct
the space for them – see Latham 1997b). This would require some very complicated
and confusing counterfactual reasoning that is likely to exaggerate the import of the
observation that Western states have been complicit in the construction of these networks
and underplay the observation that states are quite dependent on them and unable to
maneuver in the web of interests involved in their operation.
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channels when and where they choose based on their own self-defined
interests are not necessarily desirable.26

Conclusion: transterritorial deployments
and responsibility

This chapter began as an exercise in identifying structures of interac-
tion across boundaries. As analysis progressed, a rather disturbing side
to transboundary interaction came into focus: the narrow, circumscribed,
and temporary character that dominates much of it, especially those
parts that are labeled humanitarian (De Waal 1997). This aspect of
transboundary interaction bears directly on the problem of establishing
responsibility across boundaries.

Political theorist John Dunn (1994) points to the “perils” posed by
the “temporary empire” of humanitarian military intervention when in-
terveners come close to the assumption of “the responsibilities of do-
minion” without a developed understanding of the aims and reasons for
intervention. I believe this condition exists because today the array of
intervening deployments available to the international community out-
flanks the development of political projects to guide them. The age of
imperialism, differently, allowed for a uniquely powerful reconciliation
of unfortunately robust transboundary political projects (empires) with
self-contained and self-defined limits of responsibility for the social life
that was reached into. The history of the past few centuries teaches us
that we ought to be suspicious of general calls for more responsibility,
especially if they do not take seriously the questions of responsibility for
whom and on what terms. Moving beyond Dunn, we ought also to be
troubled by interventions where the issue of responsibility – in the pursuit
of the temporary and the narrow – is avoided. Clearly, something is miss-
ing in our understanding of responsibility across boundaries when we
are tempted to condemn both too much and too little responsibility (see
Latham 2000a).

Any serious development of our understanding of responsibility re-
quires that we avoid formulaic, abstract prescriptions for lodging re-
sponsibility in one place or level or another (local, national, interna-
tional) and instead make sure that concepts of responsibility flow from

26 Anthropologist Charles Hale (personal communication) informs me that the
Guatemalan state is taking on exactly this type of relationship to the local contexts in
its national territory. Despite having a relatively powerful army and other resources at
its command it has in places strategically withdrawn from local responsibility, choosing
when, where, and how to intervene in local situations.
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the substance of a given political project. In this respect it matters who
the actors involved are. The long history of involvement of private actors
(e.g. companies, mercenaries, and NGOs) in deployments of all forms
(from mercantile to humanitarian) is hard to overlook. Their involve-
ment, through mechanisms such as private charters and missions, leaves
little room for the exercise of public authority across boundaries. I have
underscored above, however, that even the narrowest and most tempo-
rary of deployments can transform into broader and more permanent
ones.

We may need to look more closely at the history of capitalism – not just
of empire and intervention – to understand better the dialectics between
constricted and expansionary forms of responsibility. At times capitalism
(in both its mercantilist and post-Fordist forms) has depended on nar-
row, penetrating deployments, the containment of responsibility, and the
flexibility of temporary entries and exits across the fabric of local con-
texts around the world. This contrasts with the far broader and deeper
forms of responsibility and penetration associated with capitalist systems
of industrial production, which hold sway over work, consumption, and
technology in societies. The question is, how and to what degree is this
same dialectic shaping forms of political and social intervention around
the world, inside and across states and societies, such as those discussed
in this volume?



5 Producing local politics: governance,
representation, and non-state organizations
in Africa1

Ronald Kassimir

The representative is, typically, both special pleader and judge, an
agent of his locality as well as a governor of the nation. His duty is
to pursue both local and national interest, the one because he is a
representative, the other because his job as representative is
governing the nation. That dual task is difficult, but it is neither
practically nor theoretically impossible.

(Pitkin 1967: 218)

. . . practices of government are, on the one hand, multifarious and
concern many kinds of people: the head of a family, the superior of
a convent, the teacher or tutor of a child or pupil; so that there are
several forms of government among which the prince’s relation to
his state is only one particular mode; while, on the other hand, all
these other kinds of government are internal to the state or society.
It is within the state that the father will rule the family, the superior
the convent, etc. Thus, we find at once a plurality of forms of
government and their immanence to the state . . .

(Foucault 1991: 91)

Introduction

In the first quotation above, Hanna Pitkin writes of the dual role of politi-
cians representing a locality to the political center. She also hints at the
potential tensions between the tasks of “representing” and “governing.”
In this chapter, I explore this tension, but shift the analytical lens from the
state and legislators to non-state organizations and their leaders. These
leaders also make representational claims on behalf of their members
and beneficiaries. While they are not “governor(s) of the nation,” they
do attempt to “govern” some spheres of social life in the localities in
which they are embedded and which they claim to represent. In focusing
on this tension, I characterize the relationship between governance and
1 The various iterations of the chapter have benefited from the comments of the participants

in this project. Special thanks go to Robert Latham, who commented extensively on
several versions, as well as Deborah Avant, Thomas Callaghy, and Frederick Cooper.
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representation in non-state organizations as a dialectical one. In other
words, the leaders of non-state organizations typically combine attempts
to influence powerful others (the state, the international community) on
behalf of a particular identity and the exercise of authority within the or-
ganization. Representation and governance, as dimensions of non-state
political authority, constitute critical analytical categories for an under-
standing of local politics.

This rather abstract point is deployed for a more concrete aim. At
a time when great expectations have been touted for the role of non-
governmental organizations and civil society institutions in Africa, it is
important to emphasize that these organizations are themselves vehicles
for access to power and resources. That these organizations have their
own internal political dynamics is often acknowledged, but the conse-
quences of these dynamics are rarely analyzed. The ways in which the
representational and governing practices of non-state organizations inter-
sect, overlap, and contradict each other may have serious consequences
for their own performance and legitimacy. The point is not that some in-
ternal governance practices of non-state organizations make for distorted
representations of the “real” interests of their members – although some
members of the group may find their interests ignored or misrepresented.
Rather, the making of effective representational claims presupposes some
kind of governing process that both impacts upon organizational efficacy
and inevitably creates mixed motives for organizational leaders. These
leaders are likely to frame representational claims in a way that validates
their own position as an interlocutor (i.e. representative) and as a “gover-
nor.” Thus, in addition to examining the effects of non-state organizations
on the state via their representational claims and practices, I propose that
we also consider how they influence the construction of local political
orders via their governing practices.

In a sense, seeing non-governmental organizations in this way resonates
with how we talk about states: as “externally” representing a society to the
international system while governing that society “internally.” Whether
or not one characterizes the activities of non-state entities as “state-
like,” these organizations are, in some sense, “polities” that engage in
“governing”.2 However, it is clear that different non-state organizations
balance the imperatives of representing and governing in diverse ways.

2 “A polity (or political authority) has a distinct identity; a capacity to mobilize persons
and their resources for political purposes, that is for value satisfaction; and a degree of
institutionalization and hierarchy (leaders and constituents)” (Ferguson and Mansbach
1996: 34). The equation of political purposes with value satisfaction is off-base in this
definition, begging the question of whose values within the “polity” are being satisfied
and who defines what values are worth pursuing.
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Women’s groups and religious institutions both seek to represent the
identity and interests of their members, but the latter are typically more
intensively engaged in the “governing” of their members than the former.

A second purpose in examining the dual face of non-state organizations
is to call attention to the ways in which non-state organizations intersect
with international and global forces in Africa and elsewhere. While, in
the quote above, Foucault argues that all forms of non-state governance
are immanent to the state, the extent and nature of state encapsulation of
these forms of governance varies across local contexts and world histori-
cal moments. Much contemporary analysis emphasizes processes of the
privatization, localization, and globalization of authority at the expense
of the state. We need not assume that such processes are necessarily in a
zero-sum relationship with sovereign states. For the moment, suffice it to
say that in sub-Saharan Africa such processes are present and expanding.
The sources and agents of non-state governance, and the audiences and
agents for non-state representation, have become increasingly transna-
tional. International NGOs provide resources and training for local devel-
opment organizations and peacekeepers, and international arms dealers
and private security firms provide weapons and training for local war-
lords. Some international non-state organizations directly exercise gover-
nance – transnational corporations, mercenary forces, refugee camps, and
large-scale development projects are all examples of what Latham terms
“transterritorial deployments.”3 Similarly, international institutions are
often the audiences for local non-state organizations claiming to repre-
sent various groups and communities ignored or repressed by state forces.
Vertical networks forged between local and international organizations
sometimes attempt to give voice to these claims.4 At times, international
organizations directly take on representational practices even in the ab-
sence of local organizations.5 Thus, the complex and often contradic-
tory relationship between these two faces of non-state institutions at the
local level – their governance and representational roles – is played out
increasingly in a transnational field.

Governance and representation: an example

Non-state organizations typically engage in a delicate mix of practices that
simultaneously (1) represent a set of identities and interests to authoritative

3 See his chapter in this volume. 4 See the chapters by Obi and Schmitz in this volume.
5 Callaghy’s chapter documents the activities of Western debt relief organizations that, in

some sense, claim to represent the interests of citizens of debt-impoverished nations even
when few local non-state organizations are making such appeals (although, of course, the
states “representing” those nations are making them).
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institutions such as the state, international organizations, and other
“local” organizations and (2) govern their own members (and possibly
others) through an internal politics of legitimation, resource allocation,
and social control, which is itself influenced by extra-local connections.

Let me offer an extended example of the representation – governance
dialectic inherent in non-state organizations from my research on the
Catholic Church in Uganda. Few non-state organizations combine the
practices of representing and governing in such a dense and complicated
way as the Catholic Church. Historically, its governing role led it into
great tension with processes of state-formation, and later democratiza-
tion, in Western Europe. But it is crucial to remember that, even after
the Church’s begrudging acceptance of secular states and democratic
institutions, it never stopped “governing” its members through canon
law, education, socialization, and more informal mechanisms – only now
within a more delimited and truncated sphere.6

In Uganda, the contemporary Church is involved in a contradictory
project of, on the one hand, encouraging its members to take an ac-
tive role in public affairs, while on the other insisting on its monopoly
of who can legitimately and publicly represent Catholics in a religiously
plural context and on its governing authority over particular spheres of
social life. The Church itself is still formally structured, like states, on a
bureaucratic and territorial administrative model, and lines of authority
between bishops, priests, and laity are formally unambiguous. This gov-
erning dimension of the Church allowed it to contribute to a semblance
of local order when the Ugandan state virtually stopped “governing”
and made war on its own people in the 1970s and 1980s. It took on
some elements of a “state-within-a-state” that has been the historical
accusation hurled at the Church by secular rulers and other critics. The
Church has entered a much more ambiguous status since the reconstruc-
tion of secular political institutions began in 1986 under the National
Resistance Movement (NRM) regime of Yoweri Museveni (Kassimir
1998a).

However, there are other dimensions to the institution that are not cap-
tured in canon law, organizational charts, or the Church’s own narrative

6 The rise of liberation theology movements was initially narrated by its theorists, and
by some scholars, as the passage of Latin American churches from a governing role (in
alliance with secular rulers) to a representational one. But more recent work in that
region has shown that, not only do powerful factions within the Church still take their
governing mandate (and the hierarchical division of labor between clergy and laity) very
seriously, but that liberation theology movements themselves relied on governing practices
(the provision of services, elimination of “superstitious” religious expressions seen as
producing a fatalistic world view) as part of their political strategy. On the limited success
of this strategy see Burdick (1993).



Producing local politics 97

which claims for itself the mantle of a leading civil society organization.
In some ways parallel to William Reno’s notion of the “shadow state”
(1995), the Church has its non-bureaucratic shadows as well. These in-
clude the social networks that link Church leaders to NRM officials, local
politicians, and the Curia in Rome. But many other Church members
also use Catholic networks, often for different purposes and in ways that
constitute “disobedience” to the hierarchy. Members of the lower clergy,
as well as some well-placed lay people, are able to draw on resources
available from a range of networks outside the formal structure of the
Church: state organs, the private sector, NGOs, and, increasingly, inter-
national contacts with Catholic aid agencies and local parishes in the USA
and Europe. Many of these priests lobby for educational opportunities
abroad, in part to create or deepen these networks. Other priests and lay
people forge ties with the global network of Catholic charismatics, which
is viewed with suspicion by some bishops and clergy for its implication
of the leveling of religious charisma between clergy and laity. Every day
Catholics participate in “shadow” and sometimes public organizations as
they seek remedies for ill health and misfortune in distinctly heterodox
ways from the point of view of official Church doctrine (Kassimir 1999).
Thus, the Church’s governing role, especially in terms of social control,
has serious limitations.

The broadest effect of all these extra-formal practices and interactions,
in a political sense, is to render the Church’s formal capacity to back up
its claims to representation surprisingly weak given how visible a presence
the Church evinces on the ground. Limited in mobilizing its own struc-
tures for the purpose of “governing” its members, it is unable to mobilize
in “external” arenas via its representational role.7

While the Catholic Church may exemplify an extreme in the degree
to which a non-state institution is involved in governing, it allows for
comparison with other kinds of organizations and networks with differ-
ent purposes and different degrees of formality in their organizational
structure. While differing in the degree of their governing role, and in the
way they exercise authority, one can ask empirically how, how much, and
how successfully do NGOs, labor unions, agricultural cooperatives, youth
groups, women’s organizations, and ethnic associations govern as well as
represent their members? The variation in non-state-governing practices

7 At the same time, the formal bureaucratic quality of these structures may impede the
possibility of mobilization in the name of Catholics through extra-formal channels.
The result has been the reproduction of both the formal and “shadow” dimensions of the
organization. While priests do not attempt to destroy their bureaucracies (as Reno shows
that some African rulers did), they may have priorities other than developing them. See
Kassimir (1998b).
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may occur along many dimensions. Non-state organizations may produce
formal constitutions or operate under informal tacit understandings that
establish membership criteria, the recognition of leaders, and mecha-
nisms for choosing the latter. They will differ in the degree to which they
shape social identities (religious, ethnic, class, gender) and control the
behavior of members through coercive or other means. Their role in ac-
quisition, accumulation, and distribution of resources will vary, as will
the centrality of these resources to the lives of their members.

Non-state governance and representation

While it is unconventional to apply the term “governance” to non-state
organizations, there is a growing recognition that such actors are in some
sense engaged in “governing.”8 In an era of privatization, where not only
economic activity but aspects of health provision, education, and security
are shifting to non-state actors, non-state governance demands deeper
attention and understanding. Non-state organizations are increasingly
cited as a key element in the production of local political processes. Olowu
writes:

The search for alternative non-state structures that can respond to the economic
and social needs of African people is one of the most important rationales for
the new emphasis on local governance. Local governance implies a focus on the
totality of structures within the local community that comprise both state and
society organizations. (1999: 288)

Charlick, in arguing for recognition of the governance role of NGOs
and civil society, has defined governance as “the way a society organizes
to use power to manage public resources, involving the making and imple-
mentation of collective decisions, enforcement of rules and resolution of
conflicts” (Charlick forthcoming, emphasis added). This is a politically
astute starting point, from which we can begin asking about what are the

8 David Hecht and Maliqalim Simone coined the term “invisible governance” to charac-
terize “the informal frameworks for justice, morality and social balance” (1994: 13) in
urban Africa under conditions of state incapacity and venality. This has some affinity to
what political scientists call “local order,” although Hecht and Simone are rather ellipti-
cal in what they mean by “governance.” In a similar vein, James N. Rosenau writes that
“governance refers to activities backed by shared goals that may or may not derive from
legal and formally prescribed responsibilities” and thus defines governance (as opposed
to government) as “a system of rule that is as dependent on inter-subjective meanings
as on formally sanctioned constitutions and charters” (1992: 4). In any case, here I am
interested in both the visible and non-visible aspects of non-state governance, which I
do not assume is necessarily productive of “justice, morality, and social balance,” nor is
necessarily based upon “shared goals” or “inter-subjective meanings.” Both of these def-
initions give too great a priority to the consensual aspects of governance and underplay
the conflicts that are central to non-state governing practices.
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sources of the power that produces governance, and what components
of “society” are managing and which are being managed.9 Non-state
organizations, I argue, govern through an internal politics of legitima-
tion, resource allocation, and social control (and, on occasion, coercion).
Thus, the enactment of “state-like” functions such as service delivery by
NGOs is directly linked to the politics within these organizations, the de-
termination of who is recognized to speak for and lead members,10 and
what members must do in order to gain access to resources and services
that the organization may provide.

The temptation to cast the governance practices of non-state organiza-
tions as the performance of “state-like” functions is a strong one but must
be treated with some caution. In the model of the ideal-typical Weberian
state, legitimate force or coercion is the only attribute of governance for
which the state claims a monopoly. Even in this domain, non-state ac-
tors have begun to take on a greater role through the activities of local
security and vigilante groups that address both peacetime criminality
and wartime protection against the predations of both national armies
and rebel forces.11 Empirically, non-state organizations have always per-
formed a wide range of public governance activities that have local po-
litical effects (Charlick forthcoming). Those non-state organizations that
undertake some kind of service – humanitarian assistance, credit pro-
vision, education, health care, women’s empowerment, etc. – may fall
into the same kind of political logic that Ferguson describes for states:
“ ‘Government services’ are never simply ‘services’; instead of conceiving
this phrase as a reference simply to a ‘government’ whose purpose is to
serve, it may be at least as appropriate to think of ‘services’ which serve
to govern” (1994: 253).

9 There is a tendency to speak of governance as both a systemic property (of a “society,”
a “political order”) and as a capacity of a specific social organization. In this chapter, I
am clearly emphasizing the latter. For a perhaps more conventional use of governance
that emphasizes the former, see Hyden (1999). For Hyden, governance “refers to that
aspect of politics that aims to formulate and manage the rules of the political arena in
which state and civil society actors operate and interact to make authoritative decisions.
In more operational terms, governance refers to those measures that involve setting the
rules for the exercise of power and settling conflicts over such rules” (p. 185). This builds
upon his earlier work on this theme, especially Hyden (1992).

10 Drawing on the work of Bruce Lincoln, Michael Barnett writes that some definitions
of authority are “less about domination per se and more about actors who are given a
presumptive right to speak and act because of their position or standing.” See his chapter
in this volume.

11 For the former, the Sungusungu movement in Tanzania has been the most thoroughly
documented. Recent work shows the growing connections of the movement to the state
over time. See Fleisher (2000). For the latter, see the work of Casper Fithen, Paul
Richards and others on the Kamajo militias in war-torn Sierra Leone.
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This may be too cynical, recalling Michels’ famous dictum with refer-
ence to political parties: “Who says organization, says oligarchy” (1962:
365). One cannot read the purposes to which power is put directly from
the way it is organized and distributed, and the particular interest of
power-holders and the broader interests of the groups they “serve” can
coincide under certain conditions. It is here where the “representative-
ness” of non-state organizations figures so prominently as it connects
the purpose of organizational action to the modes of decision-making
and mobilization. Consider how the dialectic of governance and repre-
sentation is played out through the involvement of non-state actors in
development projects, even those working under the precepts of partici-
patory development approaches. In a study of participatory forest man-
agement in West Africa, Ribot analyzes the governing aspects and social
control mechanisms of local cooperatives that operate as “administrative
bodies to control the use of local labour and resources, legitimated by
quasi-representative local appointed or ‘customary’ authorities” (Ribot
1999: 48). In such cases, non-state governance distorts the possibilities
for accountable local representation as state officials and international
environmental groups engage local actors and organizations that may not
represent community interests.

Paralleling colonial concerns, current participatory efforts appeal for their legiti-
macy to local, non-state authorities, supporting those authorities in the process.
Chiefs are used in participatory projects as state administrators, as intermediaries
or just as symbols of the “indigenous,” thus legitimating the project to local pop-
ulations while providing it with a local and indigenous flavor for project personnel
and advocates supporting participation from afar. Although used as if they were
representative, chiefs may not represent or be accountable to local populations.
(p. 25)12

The representativeness of chiefs is, of course, centrally connected to
the most pervasive sources of non-state political authority in Africa:
ethnic organizations and communities. Ethnic identities and organiza-
tions are critical cases where governance and representation are intert-
wined. On the one hand, even in places where they have no formal
political authority, let alone those instances where they do (e.g. north-
ern Nigeria), ethnically based institutions exercise their own governance
role both visibly and in the shadows. Sklar may go too far in calling
these institutions a “separate dimension of governmental authority” that
constitutes “an auxiliary or second state, behind-the-state,” (1993: 86,
96), but the basic point that they are loci of authority and social control
is clear.

12 Also see Guyer (1992).
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At the same time, the governing scope and capacities of any ethnic orga-
nization are contingent upon who is recognized as representing a specific
identity and thus in a position to articulate its interests. The politics of
representation is two-sided. On the one hand, governments, international
agencies, and other communities serve as audiences, responding to the
representative claims of ethnic group leaders and potentially seeking to
manipulate who is formally regarded as representing a group. As de Boeck
notes: “to a large extent the arguments of identity today centre around the
question of who represents whom, and to/for whom” (1996: 94). With re-
gard to the Luunda in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, he suggests
that the success of representational strategies is “linked apparently to the
capacity to objectify one’s own culture by creating an appropriate ‘ethnic
identity’ for outward use, in a form that allows collective action in collab-
oration with or in opposition to broader political and economic networks”
(p. 89). On the other hand, ethnic organizations are themselves frequently
riven by internal political struggles over the power to represent the group.
They are sites of contestation over wealth, power, and status that often
crystallize in struggles over who has the right to legitimately represent an
ethnic identity to the state and the world. Mamdani (1996) has recently
characterized ethnic mobilization as a “civil war” within groups that can
become externalized into inter-group conflict.13 The internal conflicts
can have many bases – class, clan, gender, and generation. The control
and possible resolution of these representational conflicts are contingent
upon internal governance practices that, as Mamdani argues, are tied to
the manipulation of state authorities that empower some claimants at the
expense of others. Fearon and Laitin (1996) make the related point that
inter-ethnic cooperation or conflict is contingent on the “self-policing”
capacities of ethnic groups to control extremists who propose alternative
representational claims.

Through social control, resource allocation, modes of establishing and
legitimating leaders, and the shaping of identities, governing practices
affect both the representational activities of non-state organizations and
their capacity to mobilize. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine that, without
some mechanism for defining goals, identifying leaders, or controlling
members, social organizations can have sustained impact in the broader

13 “An internal civil war . . . cannot exhaustively explain the phenomenon usually referred to
as tribalism, for we all know that media references to tribalism accent more the interethnic
than the intraethnic, the conflict between tribes and not that within a tribe. My point is
not to deny the existence of the former, but to claim that the nature of conflict between
ethnic groups in the larger polity is difficult to grasp unless we relate it to the conflict
within a tribe. Without that connection, we will be left with no more than a tautology:
different tribes fight because they are different” (Mamdani 1996: 183–184).
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political arena. Dunn writes that “what does furnish and sustain polit-
ical representation” is “the capacity and confident self-organisation of
the bearers of social interests” (1986: 162). Thus, non-state governance
shapes the effectiveness of representational action and the (particular
and collective) interests that it serves. How representational claims are
received and acted upon by various audiences depends, in part, on how
and how much organizations govern (and are perceived as governing)
their members and others.14 However, there is a recursive quality to this
process. For representatives, the status of intermediary implies a set of ex-
pectations, both for local constituents and for other audiences (the state
and the international arena). A normative framework is created within
which representatives must operate or risk a breakdown in their govern-
ing authority. Thus, the nature of non-state governing may also depend
on representational practices.

Local politics and non-state organizations

Before discussing how this dynamic plays out when global dimensions
of non-state organizations enter the picture, it is worth considering how
one might begin to conceptualize “local” politics in relation to non-state
authority. In the past, the association of “the local” with backwardness
invited powerful critique. More recent analysis has called attention to ten-
dencies to romanticize and essentialize “the local” as a site of authenticity
or resistance to state predation or global forces.15 Hannerz has written
on the changing views of the local within the discipline of anthropology.
The local, he writes, conjures notions of “everyday life” and emphasizes
the “continuous importance of place” (1996: 26).16 He argues that, even
in a more intensively globalized world, “the local” maintains its analyti-
cal utility, but with two important qualifications. First, the “continuing
importance of the local”

could be true as far as experienced reality is concerned even when much of what
is in a place is shaped from the outside. We are thus giving up the idea that
the local is autonomous, that it has an integrity of its own. It would have its
significance, rather as an arena in which a variety of influences come together,
acted out perhaps in unique combination, under those special conditions. (p. 26)

14 See Schmitz’s chapter, where both the limited reach of Kenyan human rights organiza-
tions to the public, and the (perceived) connections of their leaders to ethnic networks,
affected their capacity as political mobilizers and the recognition of their claims to rep-
resent “civil society.”

15 For an excellent survey of these critiques, see Haugerud (forthcoming). Also see Watts
(1999).

16 He lists the attributes that typically comprise the local: “the everyday, the face-to-face,
the early and formative, the sensual and body experience” (Hannerz 1996: 27).
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This leads directly to a second qualification – contrary to more common
usage, “the local” is tied to, but not fully defined by, territoriality. The
local may be a place, but it is also “an arena where various people’s
habitats of meaning intersect, and where the global, or what has been
local somewhere else, also has some chance of making itself at home”
(p. 28).

The notion of the local as an “arena in which a variety of influences
comes together” is thus an appropriate one, but so broad as to limit
its usefulness as an analytical construct, and particularly as a political
construct.17 Parallel to Appadurai’s (1996) labeling of the local effects of
the cultural dimensions of globalization as the “production of locality,”18

we can discern the “production of local politics” – the internal dynamics
of “the local” as it interacts with broader forces (which include, but go
beyond, the institutions of the nation-state).19 In this sense, “the local” is
construed as a political arena where order and disorder are constructed,
and spheres of authority are forged and intersect. As John and Jean
Comaroff put it, “no social world may be properly understood without
reference both to its internal historicity and to its unfolding relationship
with its wider context” (1994: 96, emphasis in original).

In connecting non-state organizations to the production of local pol-
itics, I have concentrated on non-state organizations that express, influ-
ence, maintain, and transform local authority and that are thus engaged in
interaction with other “locals,” translocal networks, the state, and global
forces.20 Of course, not all non-state organizations operating in Africa
are “local” in origin, and few are exclusively local in terms of their polit-
ical connections.21 National (and international) organizations have local
branches, or may be umbrella groups of local associations that vary in

17 The use of the term “arena” was prevalent in political anthropology in the 1960s. See,
in particular, Swartz (1968). Indeed, Hannerz’s sense of the local as an arena (largely
in cultural terms) parallels Swartz’s claim (in his volume’s introduction) that local-level
politics occurs in a space where “politics is incomplete in the sense that actors and groups
outside the range of the local, multiplex relationships are vitally and directly involved in
the political process of the local group” (1968: 1).

18 He writes that the “production of locality” is a “structure of feeling” not necessarily tied
to place (Appadurai 1996: 181).

19 For a related point, see Watts (1993).
20 “Community” is a term often used for “the local” in that it implies a spatial boundedness.

Within the discussion offered here, one would need to distinguish between communities
as “polities” and the various organizations (state and non-state) that act within commu-
nities and may claim to represent not only particular interests, but the interest of “the
community” as an (imagined) whole. Since my main point here is that non-state organi-
zations are themselves “polities,” provisionally equating the category of local/community
with non-state organizations makes some analytical sense.

21 At the same time, associations of journalists and lawyers tend to be “national,” although
in reality their “locality” is principally urban areas, and most typically the capital city.
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their autonomy. And as mentioned above, non-state organizations are
but one element in the production of local political processes.22

The notion of transboundary formations used in this volume provides a
key lens with which to view local political processes in terms of the internal
dynamics of “the local” as it engages with broader forces. The extreme
variation we see in local political outcomes in Africa is a “product” of both
the myriad ways in which external forces impinge upon the local and the
local’s own, often contradictory and conflictual fields of power. This is
where a focus on representation and governance, as key dimensions of
non-state authority, can be helpful in understanding the intersection of
forces that comprise transboundary formations.23

Representation, governance, and transboundary
formations

Thus far I have discussed the dynamics of non-state authority within local
and national entities, but without systematic attention to the connections
between non-state organizations and transnational forces. It is widely
recognized that these organizations, like the communities in which they
operate, are not bounded, and that African “civil societies,” like others,
are not strictly “national” or state-wide phenomena. Indeed, many non-
state organizations in the region have close ties and complex interactions
with cross-border groups and transnational organizations.24 However, we
are only beginning to understand how these connections are formed and
what political effects they generate through transboundary formations.

22 See Olowu (1999). Local governments are the subject of longstanding research in Africa
and are receiving renewed attention via the latest cycle of decentralization reforms. How-
ever, since in most parts of Africa local government bodies remain extensions of central
administrations (rather than semi-autonomous federal units accountable to local pop-
ulations), they will be treated here as part of the context within which local politics is
played out and local orders are made. Located at the margins of political science (with
its primary focus on the central state) and of anthropology (with its primary focus on
non-state actors), local government as a research domain remains tangential to major
debates on politics in Africa.

23 With regard to political representation, it is striking how rarely this key concept of political
theory has been problematized in the post-colonial African context. For an important
exception, see Dunn (1986). Writing in the mid-1980s, Dunn argues specifically that
“the representation of place and local community” is “the aspect of authentic political
representation that has been most successfully (and least coercively) institutionalised
in African societies since independence” (1986: 167, emphasis added). He continues:
“Only within more geographically constricted confines, where localities in themselves can
coincide with localities for themselves with rather little ideological fiction, does a real
continuity of representative exploration and exertion subsist, as national governments
come and go” (p. 169). Also see several of his essays in Dunn (1980).

24 As evinced by many of the chapters in this volume, and especially those by Obi and
Schmitz. Also see Guyer (1994) and Woods (1995).
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Examples of such formations, which include non-state organizations,
abound in Africa. International agencies have been active in nurturing
and even creating local human rights organizations and “civil associa-
tions” in the context of political liberalization. Even in conflict situations
such as that in Somalia, international NGOs attempted to “find” au-
thentic or legitimate civil leaders (i.e. clan elders) who held, or were per-
ceived as holding, both representational and governing authority. The
World Bank and private foundations have assisted in the formation of
networks of technocrats (especially economists), part of whose agenda
is to constitute domestic lobbies for economic reform measures. Similar
practices have been common in the arenas of environmental protection
and women’s empowerment. International organizations have extended
support to “indigenous peoples” – ethnic groups whose ways of life are
seen as in need of either change or preservation, especially nomadic peo-
ples such as the Maasai in Kenya and Tanzania. Religious missionary
societies, most prominently American Christian evangelical groups and
Saudi, Libyan, and Iranian Muslim organizations, have cultivated clients
who compete with older, more established religious organizations for fol-
lowers and claim to represent “true” Christians and Muslims. They of-
ten develop public agendas, mobilize followers based on reshaped social
identities, and introduce new resources and new mechanisms of non-state
governance.25

In addition, through transterritorial deployments, international insti-
tutions establish a physical presence in African localities. Intentionally or
not, these non-state organizations often become bound up in local pro-
cesses of governance and in the formulation of representational claims.
Such organizations include transnational corporations, development and
refugee relief organizations, and mercenary forces. Their “deployments,”
Latham (this volume) argues, vary in terms of their scope and their sta-
tus as temporary or permanent. To return to the example of the Catholic
Church, its permanent presence allows it to be seen both as an inter-
national organization with local branches and as a local organization
“networked” globally. The Ugandan Church is a local “representative”
both of and to a global institution, its bishops appointed by the Vatican,
its administrative structure and its doctrine provided externally by a
model that is formally similar everywhere, its funding largely provided
by overseas agencies, even some of its personnel provided from outside
(although now missionaries constitute a rather small percentage of ac-
tive clergy). The Vatican even has formal diplomatic standing, with a

25 On the recent influx of mostly American evangelicals to Africa, see Gifford (1994, 1998).
On Islam, see Kane (1997) and, for a case study of rural Niger, see Masquelier (1996).
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representative – the papal nuncio – engaging in direct relations with
the Ugandan state. But the transnational shadow-like practices of local
Church members, discussed above, operate alongside these formal struc-
tures and relations, but more along a network than a bureaucratic
model.

Another transnational religious community combining network and
bureaucratic structures, and governing and representative practices,
albeit in ways quite distinct from the Catholic Church, are Ismaili
Muslims. Ismailis resident in East Africa form strong religious, economic,
and social ties to others in South Asia, Europe, and North America,
through a “transnational system of governance that is clearly articulated
in their constitution” (Kadende-Kaiser and Kaiser 1998: 462). A recent
study of Ismailis in Tanzania reports that this system provides the infra-
structure through which resources and information flow while represent-
ing the Tanzanian community to government and other communities:
“Just as the modern state protects and regulates religious expression,
administers justice, and collects and redistributes resources that affect
the financial solvency and social welfare of the national community, these
Ismaili institutions accomplish similar goals at the transnational commu-
nal level” (p. 468).

Again, religious organizations are but one example, but one that points
to analytic categories open to comparison. We may ask, for example, how
local, non-state organizations compare in terms of the extent of their
embeddedness in global networks (e.g. dependence on external resource
flows) as well as of the nature of that embeddedness (e.g. the balance be-
tween formal and informal relations, between bureaucratic and network-
type structures). Non-state organizations surely vary in the ways in which
authority, resources, ideas, and information flow, formally and informally,
through and from transboundary channels.

Many “shadow-like” transboundary formations have shaped the direc-
tion and content of the politics of local, non-state organizations. These
include trading diasporas of African ethnic or religious groups (e.g. the
Hausa and Wolof) (Kane 1997; Perry 1997) or outsider citizens or resi-
dents (e.g. East African Asians, West African Lebanese) who cut across
state and continental borders in ways that influence the structure of pri-
vate sector interests. Diaspora or exiled members of ethnic groups have
also been active in the flow of resources and representational strategies
that affect the internal politics of their groups at home and the latter’s
relations with states, sometimes supporting political opposition. These
are modes of interaction for states whose regimes are neither under
violent assault nor facing sub-national regions that are “governed” au-
tonomously from the center. For those states facing armed opposition,
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the cross-border flows of arms, money, and tradeables and the use of
mercenaries are gaining greater documentation. The chapters in this vol-
ume by Reno, Nordstrom, and Roitman all demonstrate how a mix of
coercion, wealth accumulation, and a shared strategy of abjuring formal
institutions for a “networking” approach can maintain a contingent and
often brutal form of local order which is itself inextricable from the pres-
ence of external actors and connections to transnational flows.26

The conflict between the Nigerian state, transnational oil companies,
and local communities is an example of the representation–governance
dialectic in action.27 On the one side, Shell and other multinational firms
exercise “governance” in collaboration with the Nigerian state. Enclaves
of ostensibly national territory are not merely exploited but managed
by the company, with the Nigerian army acting more as a private se-
curity firm than a neutral and national force. Shell has even attempted
to ease local pressures by engaging in community development projects,
thus developing local clients and enhancing its “state-like” presence. On
the other side, factions within the Ogoni community, unable to find re-
dress for their grievances from a state beholden to the oil companies,
make representational claims to the international arena on three inter-
connected but distinct bases: human rights, environmentalism, and the
rights of indigenous peoples.28 The vertical networks which local oppo-
sition organizations form with international organizations serve as useful
weapons with which to oppose the state and oil companies.29 However,
they also provide resources and legitimation in struggles within the Ogoni
community – between collaborators and opposition, and between mod-
erate and hard-line opposition forces. Perhaps unwittingly, the material
and moral support those international NGOs provide, and the universal-
istic discourses they propound, are appropriated in contests not only with
Shell, but also within the local community. These are struggles over who
has the right to represent the Ogoni externally and to participate in the
governance of the community. The entrance of the international NGOs
into this scenario did not create these struggles. However, their availability
and willingness to provide resources changed the calculus of local politics.

One other effect of transboundary formations is that the external orga-
nizations and discourses help to create and reproduce a stratum of pro-
fessional organizers who develop careerist incentives to maintain their
status as intermediaries. In cases such as the Ogoni struggle, this can be a

26 In addition, see Bayart et al. (1999).
27 This draws on the chapter in this volume by Cyril Obi as well as Watts (1999).
28 The last mentioned is perhaps the one internationally legitimate way in which ethnic

claims can be framed.
29 On vertical networks, see Schmitz’s chapter.
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double-edged sword. The international community needs individuals to
serve as interlocutors. The support of international activist organizations
depends in part on the trust that develops between them and local leaders.
But these relationships can deepen hierarchies within local organizations
and can foster competition for the resources and the legitimacy that the
international arena bestows.30 This raises a more general issue. Not un-
like the way in which Bayart has characterized African states, many local
non-state organizations are well versed in the art of “extraversion.”31 Fa-
miliarizing themselves with the priorities of international organizations
and their discourses, some non-state actors represent their situations and
the interests of their members strategically in order to gain access to re-
sources and politically useful networks. Such strategies may, but need not
be, part of accumulation and governing strategies for organizational lead-
ers. Indeed, they may be part of very real political projects – improving
the status of women, extending the control of resources by “indigenous”
groups, even strengthening civil society.

But it does raise questions. Transboundary connections to “the global”
may reframe the political purposes and practices of non-state organiza-
tions even as they empower them. Material dependence on international
support may create or deepen a patrimonial logic within non-state orga-
nizations and shift accountability “upward” to donors rather than “down-
ward” toward constituents.32 In doing so, it may reinforce existing pat-
terns of non-state governance and representational practices that belie
the stated objectives of many international organizations.

Conclusion: transboundary formations,“weak states,”
and “civil society”

In an important and prescient review essay, “Beyond the State: Civil
Society and Associational Life in Africa,” published more than ten years
ago, Michael Bratton argued that state–society interactions “need not
always be confrontational but, under certain conditions, may be
complementary” (1989: 428), and identified two ways of imagining
non-state organizations:

30 For an analysis of the Ogoni case that highlights this dimension, see Watts (1999).
31 See Bayart (1993) and his discussion of the “social institutions of globalization” in Bayart

(2000).
32 Global support for non-state organizations can indeed be capricious, both as global

priorities change and as situations change on the ground. In the case of South Africa, the
end of apartheid has meant a major shift in international support from civic associations
to the state, and the movement of civic leaders to governmental positions. If the global
pendulum ever swings back to betting on states in Africa, we may witness a similar
process elsewhere.
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One the one hand, a civic organization can represent the interests of a social
constituency and influence the formation of public policy, thus improving the co-
incidence between public policy and the needs of some segment of society. On the
other hand, a civic organization can play an auxiliary role in policy implementa-
tion, relieving the state of part of the administrative burden of extending authority
and delivering benefits to a large and scattered population. (p. 429, emphasis
added)

Bratton’s point was both analytical and normative: that political plu-
ralism (through representation) and administrative pluralism (through a
“governance” role for non-state organizations) could strengthen state per-
formance and legitimacy in sub-Saharan Africa.33 The notion of “extend-
ing authority” in reference to non-state organizations is critical here. As I
have argued, there is a growing need to understand how, and how much,
non-state organizations exercise authority within, outside, and across ju-
ridical states. In this chapter, I have focused on the juxtaposition of the
two dimensions of non-state authority identified by Bratton, which I have
coded as the “representational” and “governing” authority of non-state
institutions. Many non-state organizations, in varying degrees, take on
both a representational role and a role in what I have referred to as gov-
ernance practices.

In addition, the governance–representation dialectic of non-state or-
ganizations at the local level is played out increasingly in a transnational
field. This is not unique to Africa, but the limitations of the formal state
apparatus and the porousness of boundaries, as well as the international
community’s post-Cold War inclination to disregard some of the norms of
state sovereignty (Clapham 1996: ch. 10), make these connections even
more consequential in the ways the “local” represents and is represented,
the way it governs and is governed.

Imagining local politics and local order in this way forces us to rethink
what we mean by “state weakness.” What is typically seen as the marker of
“weakness” for states in Africa and elsewhere in the contemporary world
is the intersection of a limited capacity for extraction, mobilization, social
control, and policy implementation with a limited autonomy from both
local and global forces that constrains policy choice.34 Implicit in this now
conventional view of African state–society relations is a question: how is

33 More than ten years later, it would be telling to see if the myriad economic and political
reforms that were implemented on the continent in the 1990s moved in this direction.
Most indications, I would imagine, would either answer in the negative, or argue that it
is too early to tell. For a recent assessment, see Joseph (1998).

34 The classical general statement remains Migdal (1988). On the variable intersection
of capacity and autonomy, both for states and for non-governmental organizations, see
Bratton (1994).
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order being constructed (to the degree that it is produced) if African
states are limited in constructing it? This question, while not ignored,
has largely been viewed as secondary to the question of the effect of local
politics on the state.

One of the major difficulties with the imputation that African states are
weak is that their actions, and sometimes even their discourses are, at least
in many parts of the continent, highly consequential in citizens’ survival
and social mobility strategies, the provision of security and other pub-
lic goods, the formation and transformation of collective identities, and
the inhibiting of social mobilization.35 One particular dimension stands
out along which African states are relevant: their location as interlocu-
tors between the global and the local. And it is here that the connec-
tions of transboundary forces to political changes on the ground have
shifted the state from its pretensions to a monopolistic gatekeeping po-
sition to a looser, more mediating role. Through privatization and other
structural adjustment measures, as well as the expansion and pluraliza-
tion of global networks, more spaces have opened for direct global–local
connections to be made, for transboundary flows of commodities, peo-
ple, ideas, cultural products, and technologies to be transited, uncon-
trolled by state institutions. To be sure, the ability of African states to
serve as gatekeepers has always been limited. But the contemporary in-
tensification of the promotion of international norms, of transnational
networks (from human rights activists to arms merchants to diasporas),
and of transterritorial deployments (of everything from economic consul-
tants to providers of humanitarian assistance to TNCs to mercenaries)36

has made state management of “the global” even more contingent and
limited.

But if the state as an institution is weak in this managerial process, it
is again rarely irrelevant in the way that transboundary connections are
formed and institutionalized. International norms of sovereignty are part

35 While arguments have been made that states are not only weak but irrelevant in Africa,
debates on this topic are often framed by selecting those cases that most fit the point
being made – i.e. “collapsed states” as evidence of and harbingers for African states’
irrelevance vs. states’ reconfiguration as evidence of a renewed relevance. See Villalón
and Huxtable (1998). Forrest, in his contribution to the Villalón and Huxtable volume,
comes close to making the irrelevance argument: “a greater proportion of Africans are
now experiencing political life with no minimally viable state presence than at any time
since the precolonial period.” In what Forrest calls “inverted states,” “we can analyze
intimate business connections between some state leaders and traders, while we bear
witness to the demise of the institutional and policy capacity of the state, rendering
it increasingly unable to affect the political and economic life of its citizens” (1998:
45, 46).

36 See Latham’s chapter.
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of what makes states relevant.37 But beyond this, state rules help to frame
the mode of engagement (e.g. most international NGOs must conform
to state regulatory laws or risk being thrown out) and state officials of-
ten play important roles in shaping (if not controlling) transboundary
formations (how goods are smuggled, where INGOs operate and how
they are provisioned, etc.). There is little evidence that such practices are
reversing state institutional weakness, but they are evidence of a kind of
state relevance. African states may not be monopolistic gatekeepers in the
process through which global forces impinge upon local political orders,
but they are, for the most part, important mediators of transboundary
formations.38

The purported weakness of African states led analysts, beginning in
the 1980s, to examine the “strengths” of society (Rothchild and Chazan
1988). This focus has tended to oscillate between analyzing the impact of
social forces on state forms and state governance on the one hand, and as
constituents of local order and local governance on the other. The almost
exclusive attention to processes of political liberalization and democra-
tization in the 1990s naturally emphasized the former. Within this, the
local and the non-state are subsumed in much of academic and practi-
tioner discourse within the frame of “civil society.” Social organizations
classified as outside civil society became interesting largely as pathological
and negative forces in the democratization process. Thus, the questions
of where power is located, how local politics are produced, and the role
of global forces in this production became occluded. But given that a
change in regime type (i.e. from authoritarian to formally liberal demo-
cratic) has no necessary positive effect on state strength (capacity and
autonomy), then what produces local politics and local order remains a
plausible question to ask, one that is relatively autonomous from ques-
tions of regime type and regime change. The subsuming of the local and
the non-state into the civil society problematic (as either supportive of or
pathological for democracy) leaves us few tools for understanding local
politics, as well as for grasping the insertion of transboundary forces into
the local.

This chapter has been premised on the notion that, whether we call
them civil society associations, non-state organizations, or local commu-
nities, these entities are themselves fields of power and authority, not only

37 See Reno’s chapter.
38 A related point is made by Latham (1999) and Krasner (1995). Hannerz describes

political science’s core object of study, the state, in ways that parallel his earlier-
cited statement about “the local”: that the state “should be treated . . . as one player
among many, with its own interests and logic, rather than as the universe of analysis”
(1996: 22).
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collective actors arrayed against the state or massed in support of democ-
racy. Given the attention currently given to non-state actors, capturing
the balance and the contradictions between their representational and
governing practices may provide a deeper understanding of their political
possibilities. Two of these possibilities are especially consequential in the
production of local politics. The first is the issue of enfranchisement, in
the broader sense of effective political participation. Ribot, following the
influential recent work of Mamdani, defines enfranchisement as “the shift
from subject to citizen” that is “predicated on the existence of a structure
for community decision-making that is locally accountable and represen-
tative” (1999: 25, 29). Second is the capacity for non-state organizations
to achieve collective ends. This is predicated, I would argue, on a struc-
ture not only of representation but of governance as well. History provides
us with many examples of non-democratic social organizations that ac-
complished collective as well as particularistic goals, although with many
more that achieve the latter at the expense of the former. What worked
in the past may not be workable in the present, but we would be socio-
logically naive to assume the quality of outcomes from the quality of a
decision-making process.39

Enfranchisement and the capacity to achieve collective ends are critical
challenges for non-state organizations in Africa and elsewhere. Whether
the enmeshing of these organizations within transboundary formations
makes meeting these challenges more or less difficult is an open question,
but it is one on which the production of local politics will turn.

39 “While most private governments, unions, professional societies, veterans’ organizations,
and political parties will remain one-party systems . . . it is important to recognize that
many internally oligarchic organizations help to sustain political democracy in the larger
society and to protect the interests of their members from the encroachments of other
groups.” (Lipset 1962: 36).
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6 Networks and governance in Africa:
innovation in the debt regime

Thomas M. Callaghy

Introduction

One of the most dramatic, systematic, and intrusive forms of external
intervention in Africa over the past two decades has been “structural
adjustment” – the efforts of the International Monetary Fund (IMF),
the World Bank, and the major industrial states to get governments to
reform their economies in significant ways.1 Structural adjustment is
seen by powerful external actors as the way to reverse the decline and
marginalization of African states as globalization accelerates. Most of
these countries, however, have seen structural adjustment, with its high
and detailed levels of conditionality, as a major threat to their sovereignty
and politically dangerous; they have resisted it through the passive strate-
gies of what I have called the ritual dances of reform (Callaghy and
Ravenhill 1993). The result has been increasingly weak, sometimes fail-
ing, states.

One of the primary results of structural adjustment has been rising
levels of external debt. It is mostly “official” debt owed to major Western
countries, the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank. Since
the late 1950s, bilateral debt has been rescheduled by creditor countries
organized into a mechanism that came to be known as the Paris Club,
while multilateral debt could not be rescheduled. The Paris Club be-
came the core of the international debt regime for official debt – that is
the actors, norms, processes, and mechanisms focused around countries
unable to service their bilateral debt. As will be shown below, the prac-
tices of the international debt regime evolved in important ways during
the 1980s and 1990s as it became increasingly clear that poor countries,
for whom structural adjustment worked least well, were usually unable
to cope with their mounting debt loads.

1 On structural adjustment in Africa, see Callaghy and Ravenhill (1993). In addition to the
cited sources, this chapter is based heavily on confidential interviews with officials from
the IMF, the World Bank, the USA, Britain, France, and several African governments, as
well as representatives of NGOs working on debt, conducted in Washington, New York,
London, Paris, and Brussels between September 1997 and July 2000.
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The growing debt burden of poor countries, most of which were
African, thus became an increasing concern of key actors in the inter-
national arena – some creditor countries, agencies of the United Na-
tions system (UNCTAD in particular), a wide-ranging group of non-
governmental organization (NGOs), and, of course, debtor countries
themselves. During the New International Economic Order (NIEO) ne-
gotiations of the late 1970s and early 1980s, debtor countries, especially
the poorest, insistently demanded more generous relief of sovereign debt,
a simplified debt restructuring process, including generalized norms, and
special treatment for the poorest debtor countries. In short, they wanted
a reform of the Paris Club debt process, especially its case-by-case proce-
dures. None of this came to pass as a result of the struggle for the NIEO.
Yet by the late 1980s, the Paris Club countries began slowly and incre-
mentally to offer more generous (the debtors would say less onerous)
terms for its poorest debtors, and occasionally for some of its biggest and
most strategically important debtors (Poland, Egypt, Russia, and Indone-
sia). By the end of the 1990s, however, the debt regime for poor countries
had changed dramatically, first with the advent of the Heavily Indebted
Poor Country Debt Initiative (HIPC) in 1996 and then a major revision
of it in 1999, creating the “Enhanced HIPC Debt Initiative” (HIPC II).
How did this happen and why? I believe that the changes in process are as
important as, if not more important than, the actual substantive changes
that have emerged from them.

The sources of change in the debt regime lay elsewhere than in the state-
to-state bargaining of the NIEO. They lay in the complex and uneven re-
lations between some of the actors in the international debt regime (select
creditor and debtor governments and the World Bank); in the activities
of NGOs focused on debt, constituting what have been called principled-
issue networks with their largely normative discourses and evolving ca-
pacities; and in fragments of an epistemic community of economists and
other scholars who work on development issues, some of whom have
played key roles as consultants and advisors to actors on both sides of the
battles over debt. These three sets of actors have constituted a triple helix
of relationships, of connections, which have led to important but limited
innovations in the way that the international debt regime functions, help-
ing in a fragile but important way to recapture some sovereign space for
a few African governments.

The three “genetic” strands of the triple helix – the institutions of the
international debt regime, the NGO debt networks, and the epistemic
community – are wrapped around a central structural dilemma of the
international political economy to which actors in the three strands have
reacted in varying ways. The driving force for change in the governance of
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official debt has been the synergy between these various forms of power,
knowledge, and discourse as they interacted with the underlying struc-
tural dilemma. Each of the strands has used its power, knowledge, and
discourses to alter or retain the overall pattern of governance of official
debt. The actors of the international debt regime reacted haltingly and
unevenly as they came to the realization that something had to be done
about the structural dilemma despite its lack of geostrategic importance.
This realization was fostered, forced to the fore, by the networks of NGOs
working on debt and development that deployed an increasingly coherent
moral discourse about social purpose and equity meant to gain represen-
tation and accountability for debtors.

This NGO discourse was backed by growing social movement capabil-
ities and progressively more sophisticated knowledge about the techni-
calities and functioning of the international regime for official debt. The
NGOs were assisted by sympathetic fragments of the epistemic com-
munity of economists, mostly but not exclusively by those outside the
institutions of the international debt regime. Some of those inside the or-
ganizations of the international debt regime accepted or were influenced
by the content of the moral discourse. These and outsider economists –
mostly academic – used their technical knowledge of economic theory,
debt, rescheduling, and the operations of the international financial in-
stitutions to propose alternative mechanisms, norms, and practices to
tackle the underlying structural dilemma of official debt. In the process,
both groups of economists contributed to and were influenced by the
moral discourses on debt and development of the NGOs. Loose, at first
mostly informal, networked connections were established between the
three strands of the triple helix. These pushed the evolution of the gover-
nance structures as the synergy between various forms of power, knowl-
edge, and discourse interacted with the underlying structural dilemma.
The triple helix of governance on official debt helped both to reproduce
existing national and international structures and to alter in important
ways the way they work.

A key implication of this argument is that governance on debt was
shifted slowly beyond the largely state- and international financial insti-
tution (IFI)-centric strand of the international debt regime. Over time,
despite the absence of major positions of structural power, the NGOs
and the sympathetic fragments of the epistemic community have grown
in strength and influence, resulting in a much more complex web of inter-
national governance – one rooted in the democratic nature of the world’s
highly industrialized states and strikingly different from the pattern of
the early Bretton Woods era. But, given the power structures of the in-
ternational state system and the growing power of global markets, there
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continue to be distinct limits to elasticity and change. Given a relatively
healthy global economy and the absence of major war, such helix-like
structures across a variety of issues may slowly weave a more coherent
lattice-like structure of governance.

After discussing the structural dilemma of poor weak states, which is at
the core of this evolving governance structure, I will sketch out the three
strands of the triple helix: first, the international debt regime, second, the
NGO principled-interest networks on debt, and third, the more amor-
phous epistemic community. I will then illustrate the ongoing evolution of
“international” and “national” or “local” governance by recounting three
interrelated stories and draw some implications from them. The first story
relates how Uganda led the way in creating an innovative Multilateral
Debt Fund to cope with its severe debt problems. The second story is the
creation of a major new international initiative on poor country debt –
the Heavily Indebted Poor Country Debt Initiative – in the mid-1990s.
The third story is the transformation of the HIPC debt mechanism into
the “Enhanced HIPC Debt Initiative” in 1999.

The structural dilemma

A central structural dilemma of our times is the emergence of a group of
weak states and economies that have not been able to benefit as easily or
quickly from economic reform and democratization as those elsewhere
in the world. This dilemma poses major difficulties for the functioning
and evolution of the international political economy and for international
peace and conflict.2

By the early 1990s it had become increasingly clear that many of the
poorest states that came before the international regime for official debt
had insolvency rather than liquidity problems. This was a realization
that was a long time in coming because it did not pose a major short-
run threat to the stability of the world economy. It emerged first in
Africa, signaled by Zaire’s first rescheduling in 1976, but went largely
unnoticed until the mid-1980s. By 1996 the IMF and the World Bank
had designated forty-one of their members as “heavily indebted poor
countries” (HIPCs) whose debt was not likely ever to be repaid in full
(see Figure 6.1). The debt of these countries, mostly public or official
rather than private, rose from $55 billion in 1980 to $183 billion only
a decade later and to $215 billion by 1995, or more than twice their
export earnings. Of the forty-one, thirty-three were from sub-Saharan
Africa. Most of the HIPCs have high levels of poverty, limited domestic

2 For data provided in this section, see Boote and Thugge (1997) and World Bank (1997a).



Africa (33 countries)
Angola
Benin
Burkina Faso
Burundi

Central African Republic

Congo
.

C oire

The Gambia
Ghana
Guinea
Guinea-Bissau
Kenya
Liberia
Madagascar
Malawi

Mauritania
Mozambique

Niger
Rwanda
São Tomé and Principe
Senegal
Sierra Leone
Somalia
Sudan
TanzaniaTanzaniaT

Uganda
Zambia

Asia (3 countries)
Lao, Peoples Dem.Rep.
Myanmar (Burma)
Vietnam
Latin America (4 countries)
Bolivia
Guyana
Honduras
Nicaragua
Middle East (1 country)
Yemen,Yemen,Y  Rep of

HIPC

Angola

Madagascar

TT

 Rep.

Sudan

Rep. of
YemenYemenY

ChadNigerMali
MMauritania

Malawi

M
aam

ueueue

a

m
al

ia
a

Honduras

Nicaragua
Guyana

Bolivia

o

Rep.

Rwanda
Burundi

m
e

n

Burkina
Faso

Senegal
The Gambia

Guinea-Bissau
Guinea

Sierra Leone

Vietnam

P .RR.

TomTomT é

Figure 6.1 The heavily indebted poor countries (HIPCs).



120 Thomas M. Callaghy

resources, and weak state capabilities. In effect, they come close to con-
stituting a semi-permanent group of states on the margins of the globaliz-
ing world economy. All but six fall into the United Nations Development
Program’s lowest human development category. According to Oxfam,
these countries are in a vicious circle of economic and social decline
(Oxfam 1997).

In sharp contrast to other developing countries, the HIPCs have
weak economic growth and export performance. Average gross domestic
product growth for 1985–1990 was 2.2 percent and fell to only
1.0 percent for 1990–1995. In 1993, thirty-two of them had gross na-
tional product per capita figures of $695 or less, debt to exports ratios
higher than 220 percent and/or debt to gross national product ratios of
more than 80 percent. Over half often had annual debt service due of more
than 20 percent of government revenue. The debt payments of Zambia
and Nicaragua, for example, used one of every two dollars received in aid,
which diverted scarce resources from both economic reform and poverty
reduction. Between 1980 and 1996 all but four of the HIPCs had Paris
Club reschedulings, with an average of four each and on concessional
terms, including some debt forgiveness. Existing procedures clearly were
not leading to sustainable debt levels. Since 1982 most middle-income
debtors had improved their situations significantly enough to reenter the
international capital markets. By December 1996 only four middle- and
lower middle-income countries had Paris Club rescheduling agreements.
At the same time, many of the HIPCs were being marginalized at a
rapid rate. This is not to imply, however, that HIPCs are necessarily con-
signed permanently to marginalization. As we will see with Uganda, a few
of them have made remarkable progress. Examples include Bolivia and
Ghana and more recently war-ravaged Mozambique, which progressed
despite its debt payments being more than double its combined health
and education budgets (Oxfam 1997).

The causes of this structural dilemma are many and complex – external
trade and other shocks, heavy reliance on primary commodities, weak for-
mal economies and economic reform efforts, corrupt and oppressive gov-
ernments with weak state capacities, civil conflict and war, environmental
degradation, and disintegrating physical and social infrastructure. All of
this is reinforced by limited access to private international capital flows
despite the implicit bargain with the IMF and the World Bank that such
access would sustain economic reform efforts. A number of these coun-
tries are failed or failing states – Somalia, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Chad,
Cameroon, Central African Republic, and both Congos (Clapham 1996;
Herbst 1996; Reno 1998). Others have ongoing civil strife – Rwanda,
Burundi, Sudan, Uganda, and Angola. Even some HIPCs with major
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resources are in serious trouble – Angola and Sudan, for example. By
1999 Nigeria was no longer a HIPC, although it desperately wanted back
in, insisting that this status should be part of its “democracy dividend.”

The international debt regime

The international debt regime has largely been a state-centric network
of governance, focused on creditor states and the IMF and World Bank,
and constitutes a major phenomenon of our era, one that emerged qui-
etly over four decades. Laws and regulations are still enforceable almost
exclusively at the national level or through structures, international or
otherwise, that are supported primarily by national mechanisms of agree-
ment, constraint, and finance. These processes create flexible networks
of coordination that constitute forms of cooperation and regulation based
on the interaction of officials with similar concerns and often similar nor-
mative frameworks and backgrounds, and they lead to increasingly dense
arrangements of largely voluntary cobinding. These official networks are
not, however, free from conflict or larger configurations of power; they
are largely rooted in the imposing power structures and hierarchy of the
liberal capitalist democracies of the Organization for Economic Cooper-
ation and Development (OECD). Their reach is certainly global, if not
always bindingly so. From such official networks and processes emerge
new ways of coping with complex problems, often without formally leg-
islated outcomes at either the national or international levels.

The memorandum of understanding is the key operational mechanism
of this form of governance. In this sense, these ongoing transnational gov-
ernance networks of cooperation and response can be considered even
less accountable than national structures, although legislatures, national
civil societies, and NGOs are devising increasingly better forms of over-
sight, transparency, and accountability and are attempting to infuse them
with more of a sense of global social purpose and responsibility. These
official networks, with their multigovernmental core, are major arenas for
the activities of both international and non-state actors, all of whom op-
erate wherever they believe they will have the most success. They are, in
effect, transgovernance networks, and they reflect the reach and the limits
of supranational, national, and market structures.3

The official networks of transgovernance are increasingly populated
by hybrid “intersection institutions” or structures such as the Basle
Committee on Banking Supervision, the Bank for International Set-
tlements, and the Paris Club of creditor states; the latter is a prime

3 On transgovernmentalism, see Slaughter (1997).
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example of the complex richness and ambiguities of transgovernance
processes.

The Paris Club is a complex and powerful, yet rarely recognized hy-
brid international organization, one that reveals a great deal about the
evolution of the international political economy and the nature of trans-
governance processes.4 It has been one of the most powerful international
organizations operating over the past several decades, directly affecting
the lives of millions of people, although technically it does not exist. It
is not a formal organization with a charter, legislated set of rules, fixed
membership, large bureaucracy, or fancy building; it is usually described
as an ad hoc “forum” of creditor countries that reschedules the public and
publicly guaranteed debt of “developing” states. It is far more, however,
and has evolved significantly since it began operations with Argentina in
1956. A small secretariat is housed in the French Treasury, and numerous
officials are assigned to its operations in the creditor countries and the
key international institutions linked to it. From its modest beginnings
in the late 1950s, the number and variety of reschedulings accelerated
dramatically over time – 26 in 1956–1976, 150 more in 1977–1990, well
over 200 by the early 1990s, and 308 by the end of 1997.

The discourse of the Paris Club has revolved around the norm that
debtor countries have a moral as well as legal and material obligation to
repay all debt in a timely fashion. This has been tightly linked to dis-
cussions of moral hazard that surround rescheduling and resistance to
considering rescheduling as a form of aid. Such a discourse is reflected
in the political culture of the Paris Club. Until the late 1980s, most of
its officials viewed themselves as hardheaded debt collectors. A culture
of secrecy surrounds its operation, so much so that it has been referred
to by some creditor officials as “the most exclusive club” and “a Ma-
sonic Lodge.” For a long time the Paris Club met at the old Majestic
Hotel on avenue Kleber in Paris in its Center for International Meet-
ings. The facts that this venerable building served as the headquarters
of the Gestapo during World War II and was the site of an unsuccessful
1977 North–South conference failed to escape the notice of the debtor
countries.

As a linchpin of international debt management, the Paris Club in-
fluences the prospects for social peace and development in many of the
world’s states – mostly middle- and low-income countries in Africa and
Latin America and, more recently, in Eastern Europe and the former

4 This chapter is part of an ongoing book project on the Paris Club as one lens through
which to analyze the evolution of international economic governance since the mid-1950s.
There is amazingly little written about the Paris Club; as examples, see Rieffel (1985),
Sevigny (1990), Bakker (1996: 100–109), and Noyer (1994).
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Soviet Union. The Russian Federation assumed the debts of many of its
successor states, which were then rescheduled by the Paris Club. Russia
received the largest Paris Club rescheduling ever in 1995, and, in October
1997, it was granted membership as a Paris Club creditor country! Two
years later it was deeply in arrears and negotiating for yet another Paris
Club rescheduling.

Since the late 1970s, the Paris Club has become increasingly embedded
in a complex web of interactions with other important actors in the inter-
national political economy – the International Monetary Fund, the World
Bank, regional development banks, UNCTAD, OECD, the Bank for In-
ternational Settlements, the “London Club” (private debt rescheduling
fora of international banks), the Consultative Groups (country aid con-
sortia), investment bank advisory groups (which sometimes represent
debtor countries), and, of course, the debtor governments themselves.
These actors take part directly in the operations of the Paris Club or act
as observers and advisors.

Debt rescheduling is one of the easiest and quickest ways to provide
badly needed foreign exchange to countries in economic, social, and po-
litical trouble, but Paris Club relief is at the center of a complicated set
of nested games. Rescheduling is possible only if the debtor country has
economic reform programs in good standing with the IMF and the World
Bank. In addition, London Club rescheduling is supposed to come only
after Paris Club rescheduling, and Consultative Group aid coordination
is also linked to prior Paris Club rescheduling.

While Paris Club debt relief is contingent on maintaining economic
reform programs with the IMF and the World Bank, the debt owed to
these “multilateral” institutions was not eligible for rescheduling. This
norm was meant to protect the “preferred creditor” status of these in-
stitutions. In short, the international debt regime did not cover multi-
lateral debt. Given the high dependence of African countries in partic-
ular on loans from the IMF, the World Bank, and to a lesser degree the
African Development Bank, multilateral debt became an increasingly se-
vere problem during the 1980s, and a seriously threatening one by the
early 1990s.

The structural dilemma has been one important factor driving the evo-
lution of the international debt regime. By the 1970s, while continuing
to deal with middle-income countries, the Paris Club focused increas-
ingly on weak states in Latin America and Africa. Such states often fell
into debt service trouble quickly and did not come out of it easily be-
cause economic reform was not working well. They came back to the
Paris Club repeatedly, and, as result, over time forced the Paris Club
to bend, stretch, manipulate, “redefine,” and even eliminate some of its
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rescheduling rules – in a sort of ratchet effect. One of the first norms to go,
for example, although incrementally, was the one prohibiting reschedul-
ing previously rescheduled debt.

Far from smooth, generalized, or orderly, and with very interesting
politics, this evolution of norms shows the complex interplay of the varied
and often shifting interests of the major creditor countries as they interact
with their respective legal structures, bureaucratic cultures, and domestic
politics – electoral, legislative, and special interest. It is fascinating to see
how some special deals evolved into more generalized norms while others
did not. The impact of these efforts on the underlying structural dilemma
was minimal, however. As a result, the Western countries that form the
core of the Paris Club started proposing more flexible “menus of terms”
that could be applied to “severely indebted” countries – the Toronto
Terms of 1988, the London Terms of 1991, the Naples Terms of 1994,
and the Lyons Terms of 1996.

This complex bargaining over individual country deals fostered the
creation of new understandings about the management of the interna-
tional financial system and the emergence of new institutional and per-
sonal linkages and networks that facilitate everyday cooperation and cop-
ing with crises. From my work on Africa’s debt problems in the 1970s
(an unrecognized harbinger of things to come), I am convinced that
the Paris Club’s handling of these early problems of poor country debt
created much of the “case” or “common law,” normative consensus,
appreciation of long-term consequences, social networks, and institu-
tional linkages that made possible the swift and largely successful han-
dling of Mexico’s crisis of August 1982 which exploded the Third World
debt bomb. This is but one example of a more generalized phenomenon
shaping the treatment of other important international collective action
problems.

State capabilities vary enormously in the international system. The
structural disadvantages of the poor country debtors have been seriously
aggravated by their poor state capabilities, resulting in poor performance
at the Paris Club. As a result, some countries hired merchant banks and
even international law and public relations firms to represent them, lead-
ing to quite varied outcomes and fascinating politics. These weak state
capabilities need to be taken very seriously as level of stateness will be
one of the major determinants of reconfigured global hierarchies.

NGO principled-issue networks on debt

Over the past two decades several hundred largely religious, humanitar-
ian, labor, and environmental NGOs have focused on the issue of Third
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World debt and its negative impact on the welfare of millions of people.5

Their activities have revolved largely around a moral discourse that por-
trays developing country debt as an immoral burden on the backs of the
poor. This discourse employs powerful notions of justice, representation,
accountability, transparency, and equity. It challenges the notion of who
should have authority over such issues in the global community, calls for
intervention to rectify injustices and end what is considered to be blatant
exploitation, and aims to provide space for debtor representation and
agency in the transgovernance processes involving debt. In the process,
the NGOs determine to a large degree who is empowered and who is not,
who is represented and who is not.

In 1997, a loose coalition of more than fifty NGOs in Britain created
the Jubilee 2000 Coalition that called for “a one-off cancellation of poor
country debt by the year 2000 of the backlog of unpayable debt owed
by the world’s poorest countries, under a fair and transparent process”
that would involve the establishment of a new international bankruptcy
procedure. Characterizing this as a debt-free start to the next millennium,
this network of NGOs portrayed itself explicitly as “New Abolitionists”
out to abolish the “slavery of debt”:

Billions of people in the world’s poorest countries are enslaved by debt. Debts
run up by governments on their behalf. Debts which started as easy credit pushed
by rich lenders. Debts which the poor will never be able to repay. Debts which
enrich lenders, but leave children malnourished, while families live in desperate
poverty.

The Coalition’s success will be an irreversible achievement for humanity like
that of the abolition of slavery – and is particularly well suited to a Jubilee that
will not occur for another 1000 years. (Jubilee 2000 1987)

The activities, capabilities, and interests of the NGOs that work on
debt vary significantly, but most of them believe that IMF and World
Bank structural adjustment programs are an evil that needs to be abol-
ished. These principled-issue networks6 have some of the characteristics
of transnational social movements. Most of the network members are
Northern NGOs, but increasingly they help to create, link up with, and
foster Southern NGOs interested in debt. Several of the strongest
Northern NGOs have a network of offices in poor countries through
which they can gather information, work with local governments and
social organizations, and interact with the local representatives of the
IMF, the World Bank, and the major aid-providing “donor” countries,
which are, of course, also the major creditors. In this context, the NGOs
5 On NGOs see Simmons (1998), Clark (1991), Florini (2000), and O’Brien (2000).
6 On principled-issue networks, see Keck and Sikkink (1998) and Finnemore and Sikkink

(1998).
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are parts of both translocal networks and transterritorial deployments as
described by Latham in his chapter. One of the key characteristics of
transterritorial deployments is their flexibility of entrance and exit. In
this case, they help to create a space for debtor governments and local
NGOs to operate and foster linkages to international and regional NGO
networks. Because of this gate-keeping function, they have a real say in
who becomes empowered and who does not.

Two of the most important NGOs on debt are Oxfam International
and Eurodad – the European Network on Debt and Development, a
coalition of NGOs from fifteen European countries, funded in part by
the European Community. These and other NGOs, such as the Debt
Crisis Network in the United States and Britain, have worked assidu-
ously to collect and analyze information on debt and the operation of
the international debt regime; educated themselves and other NGOs;
demanded that the Paris Club governments and their legislatures pro-
vide greater debt relief both in general and for specific countries; lobbied
hard with the IMF and the World Bank and at each of the annual G-7
summits for broader debt relief and new mechanisms for it; attended and
demonstrated at the joint annual meetings of the Fund and the Bank;
organized public education and letter-writing campaigns;7 and worked
closely with the media. Jubilee 2000 was specifically meant to become a
social movement that enveloped these NGOs and extended their efforts.
It has operated with considerable verve and kept the pressure on the IFIs
and the G-7 for much more substantial debt relief. It has been backed
by major celebrities, from rock stars such as Bono of U2 to heavy-hitter
academics such as Harvard’s Jeffrey Sachs8 and religious leaders such as
the Pope.

Coordination increased considerably over time, facilitated by growing
fax, email, and Internet capabilities as well as frequent travel and network
conferences such as the ones organized by Eurodad. Information and

7 As I was leaving an interview, a senior British financial official said, “Please ask them to
tell the nuns to stop writing; we get the point.” The nuns had been writing hundreds of
letters advocating much greater debt relief, and the government had to hire people to re-
spond to them. Prior to the 1998 Birmingham G-8 meeting, the British NGO Christian
Aid, in a particularly creative ploy, had printed 15,000 postcards with the photograph
of the signing of the 1953 London Agreement that considerably eased the repayment
of Germany’s pre-war debt. The idea was to embarrass the German government into
greater flexibility on debt relief. The flood of cards became such an issue that Chan-
cellor Helmut Kohl took it up the with Prime Minister Tony Blair. At the Birmingham
G-8 summit in May, Jubilee 2000 organized a human chain of thousands of people to
encircle the meetings in support of large-scale debt write-offs for poor countries. These
examples of debt NGO activity demonstrate the social movement aspect of the NGO
networks.

8 For a nice academic analysis, see Sachs et al. (1999).
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documents collected by one organization have been shared quickly with
others. Above all, as NGO capabilities and sophistication grew, personal
ties based on respect if not always on agreement developed between NGO
representatives and officials in creditor governments and the Fund and the
Bank; this significantly improved the exchange of views on growing debt
problems, especially multilateral debt. In turn, this led to significantly
more influential position and briefing papers and special issue alerts from
the NGOs about the functioning of the international debt regime and
ongoing discussions about what to do about debt.9

This process facilitated the growing professionalization of the more im-
portant NGOs working on debt, which was also promoted by increasingly
close relations between fragments of a large and amorphous epistemic
community concerned with development, one rooted to varying degrees
in neo-classical economics.

An epistemic community on debt

Mainstream economics, in its academic, business, and official varieties,
provides a relatively widely shared set of understandings, language, causal
and policy ideas, and technical knowledge about both the functioning
of the global economy and the complex issues of development, includ-
ing debt. Within this epistemic community and its various fragments,
however, there exists considerable diversity of views about specific pol-
icy issues and how to tackle them.10 Some members of this loose com-
munity dominate the structure of the institutions and processes of the
international debt regime, primarily the Paris Club and its member gov-
ernments, the IMF, and the World Bank. In short, they are the “insiders”
of the international debt regime. Other members, who might be labeled
“outsiders,” those not in major positions of structural power – academic
and think tank scholars, officials of “soft” international organizations
such as the Commonwealth Secretariat, and private consultants – have
played an important role in the ongoing debates about debt by providing

9 For example, on October 17, 1995 seventeen NGO representatives met with the US
executive directors of the IMF, the World Bank, and the regional development banks;
and on March 17, 1997 NGO representatives met with World Bank staff specifically
about Uganda’s HIPC Debt Initiative situation. Eurodad even managed to organize two
meetings on January 16, 1996 and February 4, 1998 with the usually secretive Paris Club
staff, although the discussion remained strained and limited. Over time regular contact,
both informal and formal, has increased in density and quality with the IMF and World
Bank. Eurodad, Oxfam, and Jubilee 2000 participated in a seminar on “Approaches to
Debt Relief” with IMF, World Bank, and Paris Club officials at the October 1998 Joint
IMF–World Bank annual meeting in Washington.

10 On epistemic communities, see Haas (1992).
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independent analyses of the existing state of the debt regime and about
the status of individual country cases for NGOs, creditor and debtor gov-
ernments, and the international financial organizations. The individuals,
and the networks they create, have often become an important bridge
between actors because they are perceived to share at least the basic
tenets, technical knowledge, and analytic capabilities of the larger eco-
nomics epistemic community, and their input has become important as
tensions in the debt regime have mounted and policy uncertainty grown.
Their influence has been facilitated by the fact that key actors in the
international debt regime are far from homogeneous in their views and
sympathies.

An important factor in the evolution of the international debt regime
has been the role played by some epistemic community members in-
side the major governments and international institutions that are sym-
pathetic with the NGO discourse on debt. When conjunctural condi-
tions permit, these “insiders” form important network connections with
“outsiders” of the epistemic community and with the more sophisti-
cated NGOs that have helped to move things along. In part they help
to do this by legitimating new ideas, knowledge, and approaches in their
own institutions and delegitimating existing ones (Stern 1997). As we
will see, such people played pivotal roles in the triple-helix transgov-
ernance processes in regard to the Uganda, HIPC I, and HIPC II
stories.

Uganda and the international debt regime

In the early 1980s Uganda was one of the first African countries to be
perceived as a failing state. To the surprise of many, however, Uganda
under the remarkable leadership of Yoweri Museveni became one of the
major indications of hope for Africa. Uganda engaged in a decade of
vigorous economic reform efforts under the auspices of the IMF and the
World Bank, with its GDP growing at an annual average of 6.4 percent.
This impressive economic reform effort was achieved despite the fact that
before coming to power Museveni was an avowed opponent of the IMF
and structural adjustment. None the less, despite this progress, Uganda
was by the mid-1990s only beginning to approach its 1971 GDP per
capita income level; in fact, it was only back to 78 percent of the 1971
figure. The task accomplished is striking, and the job ahead remains
enormous, now complicated by Uganda’s central involvement in Africa’s
first major inter-state war of the post-colonial period. Uganda received
considerable outside support for its effort (about $500 million a year)
and earned the image of a confident, proactive, and increasingly capable
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player. It has garnered the respect, if not the total confidence, of the key
players in the international debt regime.11

Between 1980 and 1995 Uganda had six Paris Club reschedulings
of its bilateral debt. The last one in February 1995 was under Naples
Terms, supposedly making it an “exit” rescheduling. Uganda was the first
country to receive a Naples Terms rescheduling. As a result of a vigorous
and creative debt-reduction strategy since 1991, its debt service ratio fell
from 54 percent in 1993–1994 to 18 percent in 1996–1997. None the less,
by mid-1997 its debt burden remained at $3.5 billion, equal to 62 percent
of its GDP and 294 percent of its exports of goods and services. Given the
high levels of resource flows from the international financial institutions
to support its vigorous economic reform efforts, by 1996 roughly three-
quarters of Uganda’s debt was multilateral debt, which by the norms of
the international debt regime was not eligible for rescheduling. By the
mid-1990s, multilateral debt was one of Uganda’s major problems, one
central to its effort to rebuild the country and the capacities of the state.

This story is about the establishment of an innovative Ugandan
Multilateral Debt Fund and the creative practices that grew out of it.
The Multilateral Debt Fund resulted from network connections that were
created between a core group of small European social democratic coun-
tries active as both Paris Club members and aid providers whose norms
on debt and structural development were more flexible and sympathetic
to reforming poor countries than those of most of the G-7 Paris Club
creditors. It was a loose-knit and floating group of countries that worked
together on various debt-related projects and included Sweden, Norway,
Denmark, the Netherlands, Austria, and Switzerland.12

Supportive of more generous debt relief, this group of countries qui-
etly provided NGOs and epistemic community consultants with informa-
tion about Paris Club operations and the handling of individual debtor
cases, and discussions on the state of the debt regime by the IMF, the
World Bank, and the G-7 creditors. In 1991 they hired a European con-
sultant to do a study of Uganda’s debt situation and to work with the
Ugandan government as an advisor on developing a coherent and com-
prehensive debt strategy. They supported creative efforts to strengthen
Uganda’s debt management capabilities and lobbied the major creditors
for more generous debt relief. Given that Uganda had increasingly heavy
multilateral debt service burdens (including some arrears), a number of

11 This confidence has been tempered by the involvement of the Museveni government
in the civil war in the Congo with the fear that it will endanger the striking economic
progress made over the past decade.

12 This section draws on confidential interviews, unpublished reports, Government of
Uganda (1995), and Debt Relief International (1997).
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them contributed funds to service this multilateral debt. Out of these
activities and interactions with the Ugandan government emerged the
idea of creating a special Multilateral Debt Fund just for Uganda to
which sympathetic countries could contribute funds to service multi-
lateral debt.

One of the innovative aspects of the proposal was that Uganda would
manage the Fund itself in consultation with the donor countries, the
IMF, and the World Bank. The general idea was first broached at the
Consultative Group meeting on Uganda in July 1994, and after further
study and preparation, it was approved at the July 1995 Consultative
Group meeting.

The Consultative Group is an especially interesting mechanism of the
international debt regime. It is organized under the auspices of the World
Bank and brings together the countries that provide assistance to a par-
ticular developing country in order to coordinate aid flows. The donor
countries are essentially the same as those of the Paris Club, but they are
usually represented by officials from their aid agencies, giving the meet-
ings a different tone than the Paris Club ones, which are clearly focused
on debt collection. The point is that it is possible for creditor countries
to play varying roles in the different fora of the debt regime, especially as
not all of them have fully coordinated policies. More importantly, given
that the Paris Club operates under a norm of consensus, which means
less generous positions tend to become the norm, countries that would
like to provide more bilateral debt relief in the Paris Club but are unable
to do so can play a more generous role in the context of the Consultative
Group.

Not all members of the Consultative Group were supportive of the
proposal for the Uganda Multilateral Debt Fund (UMDF), but it was
approved none the less. Neither was there substantial support from the
IMF or the Paris Club secretariat. It proved to be a major success,
however, and eventually all actors came to support it. The idea sub-
sequently spread to other debtor countries, including Bolivia, Guinea-
Bissau, Mozambique, and Tanzania. UMDF succeeded because it in-
creased the ownership and management of Uganda’s debt strategy by the
Museveni government.

The bedrock of the success was that UMDF entailed quarterly meet-
ings in Kampala between the Ugandans and the local representatives
of the creditor/donor countries, the World Bank, and the IMF. Over
time these discussions broadened to include most of the major eco-
nomic reform issues. The meetings were often contentious, as the views
of the parties did not always coincide, but in the process mutual respect
was generated and the capacities of the Ugandan government increased
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substantially. At the same time, the Ugandan government maintained
ties with its consultant and key NGOs both at home and overseas, and
their influence on the evolution of events is clear.

The consultant, as part of the epistemic community, played an impor-
tant role in establishing and maintaining connections within and between
networks. He had close ties to the Commonwealth Advisory Group on
Multilateral Debt, OECD policy makers, senior staff of the IMF and the
World Bank, and Ugandan officials at all levels. In addition, he main-
tained close relations with key NGOs, especially Oxfam (both in Uganda
and overseas) and Eurodad for whom he had written an influential report
on what NGO debt strategy should be. Other scholars and consultants
played similar if less significant roles.

Several other innovations emerged from these ongoing connections
between the various networks, especially with the creation of the HIPC
Debt Initiative in 1996. From the operations of UMDF came the idea
of creating a social fund to act as the operational arm for using the re-
sources saved from HIPC, laying the groundwork for important changes
discussed later in this chapter. Of particular importance was a move to
institutionalize the role played by the consultant and extend it to other
countries. The governments of Austria, Denmark, Sweden, and Switzer-
land helped to create and fund an organization called Debt Relief In-
ternational that helps to prepare countries for the HIPC Debt Initiative,
develop debt-management strategies, and coordinate capacity-building
efforts. By early 1998, Debt Relief International had started projects
in eighteen countries, including non-African ones such as Bolivia and
Guyana. At the same time, significantly larger innovation was underway
in the international debt regime with the emergence of the HIPC Debt
Initiative. This is our second story.

The rise of the HIPC Debt Initiative

The innovation of the Paris Club debt menus in the late 1980s and early
1990s was a sign that major actors of the international debt regime were
beginning to recognize the existence of the underlying structural dilemma
but only in relation to bilateral debt. The emergence of the menus re-
sulted from the quiet lobbying of small European countries on their G-7
colleagues; the important leadership of Britain, Canada, and to a lesser
but important degree, the United States; the persistent work of the debt-
oriented NGOs in encouraging both sets of countries; and suggestions
that emerged from the epistemic community on debt, both from out-
siders and quietly from those inside some Paris Club governments, the
World Bank, and, to a much lesser degree, the IMF. With each new menu,
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however, it quickly became clear that it was not adequate, and pressure
would build for additional measures, but again only within the context of
the Paris Club.13

After the onslaught of Mexico’s debt crisis in 1982, many far-reaching
and innovative debt proposals were made, all to no avail because they
did not resonate with the major actors of the international debt regime at
the time. Despite increasing recognition of a multilateral debt problem,
however, most of the Paris Club countries, the IMF, and the World Bank
continued to defend the preferred creditor status of the Bretton Woods
institutions, in large part because they were worried about the cost of
tackling the problem for a group of countries that was not as a whole
perceived to have major strategic or economic importance. At the same
time, the realization was growing inside the NGO networks and parts of
the epistemic community that the problem of multilateral debt needed to
be confronted, irrespective of cost or the absence of strategic importance,
largely for developmental and normative reasons.

By 1992 the NGOs geared up their activities in regard to multilateral
debt, especially with the G-7, while some of the like-minded smaller cred-
itor countries also quietly lobbied the G-7. At the joint IMF and World
Bank annual meetings in Madrid in 1994, the United States and Britain
proposed that the two institutions conduct a study of multilateral debt.
The issue reemerged at the spring 1995 meetings of the IMF’s Interim
Committee and the Bank’s Development Committee, and then again at
the G-7 summit in Halifax in June of that year.

While the influence of the NGOs was certainly important, larger fac-
tors had come into play, resulting in part from the nature of the structural
dilemma and in part from the quiet restructuring of the major powers
themselves. For Britain in particular, but also to a lesser degree for the
United States and Canada, very real budget constraints were cutting into
aid budgets with the prospect of not being able to support client states
among the HIPC countries as the multilateral debt problem grew in im-
portance. This was the case because structural adjustment was having
only a marginal effect in many of these countries. As a result, both the
Fund and the Bank were extending part of their loans to facilitate the re-
payment of earlier ones that were used to launch economic reform efforts.
As already noted above for Uganda, some of the Paris Club countries
helped as well by repaying multilateral debt. In fact, those advocating
multilateral debt relief used Uganda as the primary case to illustrate the
need for it.

13 This section draws on confidential interviews, Boote and Thugge (1997), World Bank
(1997b), (1997c), and (1998), and Oxfam (1995), (1996), and (1997).
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A crucial point was reached when American banker James Wolfenshon
became the ninth president of the World Bank on June 1, 1995. He was
more open to the views of debtor governments and the NGOs, especially
after a trip to Africa, was less worried about the financial market con-
sequences of altering the Bank’s preferred creditor status, and needed a
major policy initiative to demarcate his arrival at the head of this powerful
international organization. He chose debt and empowered sympathetic
elements of the Bank staff to accelerate its ongoing work on a new debt
initiative. Just before the joint Fund/Bank annual meeting in the fall of
1995, a Bank staff report that proposed the creation of an international
Multilateral Debt Facility was leaked to the Financial Times. Many in the
NGO community believed that the report was leaked by Bank and Fund
staff opposed to the proposal. The leak had the effect of galvanizing op-
position to the plan among more hard-line G-7 governments and some of
their legislatures. The primary worries were cost and modality, although
not always expressed in those terms. Despite earlier support for multi-
lateral debt relief, the USA also expressed some reservations about both
concerns. The Paris Club secretariat was highly suspicious of the plan,
as was much of the IMF staff.14

The more technically capable NGOs such as Oxfam International and
Eurodad made important contributions to the design of the HIPC ap-
paratus, not always getting what they wanted but certainly making a dif-
ference as advocates of the debtor countries. In fact, it was one of the
NGO consultants from the epistemic community who came up with the
key compromise formula that the IMF and World Bank were to be “pre-
ferred but not exempt.” Oxfam in particular had excellent access to key
executive directors on the boards of both the IMF and the World Bank, to
staff in each institution, and to finance ministry officials of key creditors.
The same holds true for some of the academic fragments of the epistemic
community interested in debt.

Planning shifted to a proposal that eventually became the complicated
Rube Goldberg mechanism of the HIPC Initiative, with the Paris Club
continuing to have a central role while allowing the IMF, the World
Bank, and the other multilateral creditors to tackle their debt problem
with the HIPC countries. The IMF was brought on board as its man-
aging director, Michel Camdessus, eventually saw the wisdom of trying
to steer the design of the mechanism rather than resist it. In addition to
seeing the writing on the wall, some evidence exists that he was influenced
by the arguments of the Catholic Church and its debt-focused NGOs, as
well as by other religious figures. Over the previous years Pope John Paul

14 On the relationship between the IMF and the World Bank, see Polak (1997).
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had sent senior aides to the IMF and the World Bank to argue for debt
relief. The HIPC Initiative was formally approved and announced at the
September 1996 Fund/Bank joint annual meeting.

The intent of HIPC was to provide an exit from the rescheduling pro-
cess by reducing debt to “sustainable” levels so that it is not an impedi-
ment to growth and poverty reduction. It was billed as a “new paradigm”
for international action, despite the fact that it built on existing mecha-
nisms in a very complicated way. It was meant only for those countries
that demonstrated a strong commitment to major IMF and World Bank
economic reform for at least six years and was conditioned on continued
compliance with their dictates. In a complex, multistage process, the Paris
Club countries would provide concessional debt relief and reduction on
a case-by-case basis to eligible countries, with the IMF and the World
Bank providing important formal debt relief for the first time. In fact, the
HIPC apparatus shifted the center of gravity from the Paris Club toward
the IMF and the World Bank because they are tasked with conducting
the debt sustainability analyses central to the process. All non-Paris Club
creditor countries and commercial creditors were supposed to provide
comparable treatment, although how this would be achieved was not
clear. With Russia now a member of the Paris Club, about $170 billion
dollars of Soviet-era debt was to be brought under the HIPC umbrella.
Initial estimates put the cost to the creditor countries, the IMF, and the
World Bank at about $5.5 billion, with the hope that it would catalyze
private financial flows and help reintegrate these countries into the global
economy in productive ways. The cost would prove to be much higher,
however, and the catalytic effect much lower.

Although the initiative was likely to help only about twenty countries
and not quickly, it was resisted strongly from the beginning by Japan,
Germany, and Italy because of concerns about cost, burden-sharing,
moral hazard, and issues related to the proposed sale of IMF gold re-
serves; it was likewise seen to undermine the credibility of the IMF and
the World Bank as enforcers of major economic reform. The United
States and the IMF continued to have doubts along the way.

Uganda became the first country to enter the complicated multistaged
HIPC process, but not without considerable controversy. Some actors
did not want to start with Uganda precisely because its case for relief
was so strong that they feared making precedent-setting changes in the
delicately negotiated framework. Major battles were fought over funding
and technical design with respect to Uganda. The Ugandan government
lobbied effectively, in part by using its own and international NGOs to
push the country’s case over a wide range of issues. It freely shared data
with the best of the NGOs, Oxfam International in particular, and used
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its epistemic contacts to great effect. It also sent a high-level delegation
to Eurodad’s annual conference in January 1997 and, working with the
NGOs, especially Jubilee 2000, it actively used major international media
to make its case. Oxfam, for example, weighed in with a hard-hitting press
release:

This decision [to delay] will hurt the poor people in Uganda. This year many
children, especially girls, will not be going to school, many health clinics will go
without basic medicines. The decision also sends the wrong signals to those other
countries undertaking painful economic reforms. If Uganda, which is seen as the
jewel in the economic reform crown, is so shoddily treated what incentive is there
for other countries? (Forsyth 1997)

A Ugandan debt NGO, the Uganda Debt Network, also lobbied both in
Uganda and at the global level for quick application of HIPC to Uganda.

In April 1997 Uganda became the first country approved for HIPC
treatment after important battles were fought on several fronts. Uganda
did not achieve everything it wanted but far more than it would have
without the efforts of the NGOs and their epistemic community allies.
Similar processes played out with Bolivia, Côte d’Ivoire, and, more con-
tentiously, Mozambique. Hence, the NGOs and their epistemic commu-
nity allies played a major role in affecting the design of HIPC and altering
the structure and process of its implementation, and they continued to
be influential with each country case as it came up, helping to defend the
debtor’s interests in the face of powerful larger forces. Finally, in April
1998, Uganda actually received its first HIPC debt relief. One Western
diplomat praised Uganda’s proactive approach in “adopting the reforms
as their own and not using the IMF and World Bank as scapegoats when
the going gets tough” (Reuters 1998).

Many of the rules were bent or stretched right away in order to provide
more relief, some as a result of debtor and NGO pressure on specific
cases, some from the creditor side as they wanted special deals for their
clients (France for Côte d’Ivoire, for example). A new indicator had to be
created so that Côte d’Ivoire could become one of the HIPCs eligible for
relief – a debt to revenue ratio of more that 280 percent.15 At the same
time Ghana was ineligible because it had been adequately and responsibly
servicing its debt, which was thus not considered unsustainable.

Serious doubts remained, however. Major NGOs, led by Oxfam and
Eurodad, maintained that the Paris Club and the IMF, in particular,

15 This addition of a new indicator is an example of how HIPC subtly shifted some of
the debt regime’s long sacrosanct norms. Within the HIPC process, countries are still
treated individually, or “case-by-case,” but the indicators used for debt sustainability
analyses apply to all countries of the group. The new debt/revenue indicator created for
Côte d’Ivoire then had to be applied to all other HIPC countries.
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lacked the will to achieve serious debt relief. They claimed that IMF
conditionality was much too stringent, challenged the way sustainabil-
ity, vulnerability, and threshold indicators were assessed, and pointed to
weak comparability mechanisms and commitments to poverty reduction.
Oxfam charged the IMF and some of the major countries with systematic
attempts to delay and restrict implementation, partly through data manip-
ulation, while asserting that industrialized countries could easily afford
the cost. Not all of the forty-one HIPC countries were to be eligible for
HIPC relief. In fact, only about half of the original forty-one were likely
to even be considered, and only seven countries had even entered the
process after three years – five of them African.16 On both the technical
knowledge and moral discourse fronts, the battle for greater representa-
tion, accountability and, hence, better transgovernance would continue.

HIPC II, poverty reduction, and NGOs

The shock of the Asia crisis temporarily slowed the momentum of the
debt relief movement, a fact about which African leaders were partic-
ularly bitter. Kwesi Botchwey, the architect of Ghana’s mini-economic
miracle, noted that the projected cost of HIPC was only “about a fifth of
the resources that were mobilized in the space of a few months for bail-
out operations for a handful of countries as a result of the Asia crisis”
(Botchwey 2000). But as a result of renewed pressure from the NGOs,
spearheaded by Jubilee 2000, the World Bank in late 1998 and 1999 un-
dertook a quite wide-ranging and intensive process of consultation and
review of HIPC. Informal consultation and exchange had now become
formal and institutionalized. This review involved regional meetings, in-
cluding one in Africa,17 with NGOs and debtor governments, as well as
consultation via specially created web pages administered by the World
Bank. At the same time, close consultations and negotiations took place
among the creditor players in the debt regime.

16 The seven were Bolivia, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guyana, Mali, Mozambique, and
Uganda: packages for Ethiopia and Guinea-Bissau were discussed but put on hold due
to armed conflict (a criterion never applied to Uganda, however). Benin and Senegal
were evaluated and declared to have sustainable debt.

17 HIPC Review Seminar, July 29–30, 1999, Addis Ababa, hosted by UNECA. It was
attended by twenty-one African countries, including Nigeria, Ghana, and Sierra Leone;
donor countries such as Canada, the Netherlands, Switzerland, the United Kingdom,
and the USA; international organizations such as the African Development Bank (ADB),
IMF, World Bank, IDB, OECD, UNICEF, UNDP, and WHO; research organizations
such as the Institute for Development Studies and the Overseas Development Institute;
and NGOs such as Afrodad, Uganda Debt Network, Eurodad, Oxfam, Christian Aid,
World Vision, Debt Relief International, and Jubilee 2000. Honduras, Russia, and the
European Commission also attended the meeting.
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First stage
Country establishes three-year track record of good performance and develops together with civil society 
a Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP); in early cases, an interim PRSP may be sufficient to reach the

Paris Club provides flow rescheduling as per current Naples terms, i.e. rescheduling of debt service on eligible debt falling due
during the three-year consolidation period (up to 67 percent reduction on eligible maturities on a net present value basis).

Other bilateral and commercial creditors provide at least comparable treatment.

Multilateral Institutions continue to provide support within the framework of a comprehensive poverty reduction strategy
designed by governments, with broad participation of civil society and donor community.

Paris Club stock-of-debt operation under
Naples terms and comparable treatment
by other bilateral and commercial creditors

is adequate
for the country to reach sustainability by the
decision point.

Exit
(Country is not eligible for HIPC assistance.)

EITHER OR

Paris Club stock-of-debt operation under
Naples terms and comparable treatment
by other bilateral and commercial creditors

is not sufficient
for the country to reach sustainability by the
decision point.

Decision point

(World Bank and IMF Boards determine eligibillity.)

All creditors (multilateral, bilateral, and commercial)
commit debt relief to be delivered at the floating 
completion point. The amount of assistance depends
on the need to bring the debt to a sustainable level
at the decision point. This is calculated based on
latest available data at the decision point.

Second stage

Country establishes a second track record by implementing the policies determined at the decision point
(which are triggers to reaching the floating completion point) and linked to the (interim) PRSP.

World Bank and IMF provide interim assistance.

Other multilateral and bilateral creditors and donors provide interim debt relief at their discretion.

All creditors continue to provide support within the framework of a comprehensive poverty reduction strategy
designed by governments, with broad participation of civil society and donor community.

"Floating" completion point

Timing of completion point is tied to the implemention of policies determined at the decision point.

All creditors provide the assistance determined at the decision point; interim debt relief provided between
decision and completion  points counts towards this assistance:

± Paris Club goes beyond Naples terms to provide more concessional debt reduction of up to 90 percent in NPV
   terms (and if needed even higher) on eligible debt so as to achieve an exit from unsustainable debt.
± Other bilateral and commercial creditors provide at least comparable treatment on stock of debt.
± Multilateral institutions take additional measures, as may be needed, for the country©s debt to be reduced to a 
   sustainable level, each choosing from a menu of options, and ensuring broad and equitable participation by
   all creditors involved.

Source : World Bank
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Figure 6.2 HIPC Debt Initiative: flow chart.
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Out of this process came HIPC II in September 1999 (see Figure 6.2).18

Almost everybody took credit for it, of course, including the major credi-
tor countries. US Treasury officials asserted that the United States led the
effort to redesign HIPC, claiming that the USA got everything it wanted.
That may be so, but it got things that it had not wanted even two years
earlier.

HIPC II was meant to be “enhanced” – bigger, better, and faster.
Four key debt sustainability ratios were altered, the timeframe became
more flexible, additional types and levels of relief were instituted, and
the process streamlined to make it work faster. The World Bank claimed
that it would cost about $30 billion, possibly more, and that it would cut
in half the approximately $90 billion in public debt of the thirty-three
HIPC counties it considered likely to qualify for relief. Many actors had
doubts, however. Funding was not ensured even for the first couple of
years,19 the amount of increased debt relief remained questionable, and
the NGOs and debtors worried about the issue of “additionality” – that is,
whether debt relief would be in addition to all other assistance and not just
another version of it at the same level. While loosened somewhat, major
conditionality remained. In fact, despite their longstanding opposition to
it, the NGOs ended up creating new forms of conditionality, but this time
it was their type of conditionality.

One significant change incorporated in HIPC II is that all HIPC debt
relief is now to be tied directly to poverty reduction. This is to be en-
sured by the creation of Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) put
together by debtor countries in consultation with civil society groups. IMF
and World Bank adjustment lending programs are to be formulated only
after these efforts have been taken into account. The PRSP process will be
very demanding. The IMF notes that “these strategies must be genuinely
country-owned and reflect the outcome of an open participatory process
involving governments, civil society, and relevant international institu-
tions and donors” (IMF 1999). An elaborate process of consultation is
being developed for the PRSPs.

If seriously implemented, this new process could be an important change
in international governance on debt, aid, and development more gener-
ally and may have major implications for the unfolding of democratization
processes in Africa and elsewhere. In addition, it has the potential to be
a major avenue for enhancing state capacity and legitimacy. A report by

18 For the most current information on the status of HIPC II, see http://www.worldbank.
org/hipc/.

19 The cost was to be split about half and half between bilateral and multilateral sources,
although there was much fighting and finger pointing about this. Burden sharing had
been a very contentious issue right from the beginning of HIPC.
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a leading NGO was, uncharacteristically, almost giddy about the possi-
bilities:

The IMF and World Bank have now agreed to provide assistance to countries
within a framework whereby countries will, through a process of consultation with
civil society, the private sector and external donors, develop their own poverty
reduction strategies. This could become a turning point in the way these institu-
tions and the wider aid community support development. Poverty reduction is
intended to be “front and center” of all IMF/World Bank operations, including
macroeconomic policies.

These changes could mean that civil society becomes truly engaged in the
design of national policy. It could mean that the existing economic paradigm
would be debated openly in poor countries, with the potential impacts on the poor,
both positive and negative, discussed and addressed. Clearly there are difficulties
with this new approach. Some governments may not want to open up and may
want to continue a closed system with the Bank and the Fund.

For the first time, it could be that policy design will not be done in Washington
or by a few Ministry of Finance officials, but openly in the country concerned.
. . . The changes therefore offer major opportunities to civil society in developing
countries, and their partners in the North, to address this agenda and to hold
both institutions, and governments, to account. (Oxfam 1999)

The NGOs quite properly see the changes incorporated into HIPC II
as major victories with implications far beyond debt relief for poor coun-
tries. These victories are part of a larger ongoing process of making the
IFIs more transparent and accountable, resulting from a combination of
discourse, networks, expertise, bargaining, and pressure. The NGO net-
works have thus become an important new part of international economic
governance. They are, however, aware that this process could go astray.
As a result, the NGOs have made it very clear they will be vigilant and
protective of their newly won gains: “Finally, powerful governments and
the Boards of the Bank and the Fund are aware that Jubilee 2000 and
civil society organizations around the world are watching these develop-
ments and will raise havoc if these changes are not implemented seriously”
(Oxfam 1999). And after Seattle, they believed this threat to be much
more credible, especially since the social movement capabilities of the
NGOs have grown significantly. The NGOs sought to prove this with
their A16 or “Mobilization for Global Justice” mass direct action cam-
paign at the IMF/World Bank spring meetings in Washington, DC, April
8–17, 2000, using the slogan “De-Fund the Fund! Break the Bank! Dump
the Debt” and then again at the annual meetings in Prague in October.

In fact, the NGOs may be correct. “The battle for Seattle” may have
been both a substantive and symbolic turning point. The social and po-
litical weight and influence, via both public and private channels, of the
NGOs and their related social movements have reached a maturation
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point that has been building for about twenty years such that they can
hold the feet of the major players to the fire. This is achieved not by
the state-to-state bargaining of the NIEO era, but rather by taking the
politics of this and other issues inside the political arena of the major in-
dustrial democracies. Does this mean, as some have grandiosely claimed,
that a “global civil society” has emerged? No, far from it, if for no other
reason than that it is still mostly a “Northern” phenomenon, although
“Southern” NGOs are growing rapidly in number and capabilities. None
the less, something basic has changed.

Major actors on the creditor side have, often with gritted teeth, praised
the role of the NGOs while trying to co-opt them via consultation or
deflect them. It is not at all clear who is being co-opted, however. US
Treasury Secretary Larry Summers commented on how “grateful we are
to the many committed NGOs and others in the development community
who have kept debt relief high on the international agenda this year and
helped to generate the political will for action . . . Thanks in large part to
the efforts of the Jubilee 2000 coalition, the advent of the millennium has
given us an historic opportunity to accelerate these efforts, and help these
countries finally build an attractive environment for private investment
and market-led growth” (Summers 1999). Referring to the fragile na-
ture of HIPC II, especially given inadequate funding, the IMF’s Michel
Camdessus noted that “it shows us above all, how fragile our collective
commitments are, and how small the chances that they will be fulfilled
without a universal mobilization of public opinion, as has been the case
with Jubilee 2000” (Camdessus 1999).

One World Bank official put it more directly. After acknowledging that
the NGOs in Jubilee 2000 have provoked a necessary and healthy debate
and played a critical role in forcing a discussion in industrialized coun-
tries on debt, he noted that “we are continuously being monitored and
told what needs to be improved. Groups have proposed different ways
to ensure that countries channel the savings from debt relief into social
programs. And other groups have asked that projects financed with debt
relief, as well as new lending, be closely monitored to avoid mistakes
of the past” (Van Trottenberg 1999). The NGOs, of course, give them-
selves much of the credit. Oxfam, for example, has claimed that “without
such visible public pressure, politicians in the G7 and other countries
would not have given HIPC reform the impetus required; and without
strong advocacy from a wide range of NGOs and other actors, policy
makers would not have been pushed into improving mechanisms with
such strong linkages to poverty reduction” (Oxfam 1999). This assertion
is largely correct.
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The NGOs sense that they are caught in a dilemma of their own cre-
ation – the tension between the need for swift debt relief and the newly
won imperative of consultation with civil society. Their main response
is that extensive civil society capacity-building efforts are needed, and
they want the IFIs and the donors to pay for it, while they help provide
it. Despite their longstanding opposition to structural adjustment and
conditionality, they are now very much part of the process. For their
part, many African countries see an even longer structural adjustment
laundry list and a much more complicated, and politically sensitive,
process. African leaders wondered what they were to do if the PRSP
consultation process led to demands for the return of subsidized food,
health, transportation, and educational programs as part of a poverty
reduction strategy! President Chiluba of Zambia said, “Then we were
told, no, no, no, Africa needs to embrace the spirit of partnership with
NGOs but the NGOs where I come from, ZCTU [Zambian Confedera-
tion of Trade Unions] also wants increased wages. And then the IMF
says do not give them, we do not know which way to go” (Saluseki
2000). In fact, in October 2000, a complex Jubilee 2000-led biparti-
san coalition, which included major business support, convinced the
US Congress to fully fund the US contribution to HIPC, grant ap-
proval to use IMF gold proceeds to fund it, and declare its opposition
to the imposition of user fees for basic healthcare and education in struc-
tural adjustment programs for poor countries. The latter is to be en-
forced by the Treasury and US representatives to the IMF and World
Bank.

For savvy governments that already have experience and have devel-
oped state capacities in this area, such as Ghana and Uganda, the new
HIPC process offers real opportunities; for others, this is far less clear.
Many hope that the PRSP process will strengthen democratization and
state capacity-building efforts, but actors of all types are skeptical. For the
IFIs and the creditor countries, this process also quietly shifts important
responsibility to the international and African NGO community, which
should generate some of the local representation–governance tensions
discussed by Kassimir in his chapter.

On the donor side the hope is that this process will build legitimacy
and “ownership” of structural adjustment programs without cutting the
heart out of them. This will be difficult to accomplish. Expectations have
been raised very high by HIPC II, and there is plenty of room for failed
expectations. The PRSP process in its grandest form could be viewed as
a somewhat meager attempt by creditor countries to extend their own
“compromise of embedded liberalism” to the poorest countries of the
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world, based on a relatively small “pot of gold.”20 The longer-run question
is how the partial extension of embedded liberalism might be financed.
The major creditors are having trouble financing HIPC II. The political
fact is, however, that the NGOs have won the battle over HIPC debt
savings; they are to go exclusively to “poverty reduction.” The primary
focus of key NGOs and some debtor governments has been on health
and education, with a secondary emphasis on rural and other infrastruc-
ture. In addition to HIPC, a number of creditor countries, including the
USA, Britain, France, Germany, and Italy, have taken steps to write off
significant amounts of bilateral concessional debt.

HIPC is not a magic bullet; it is important for a number of countries
but very far from turning African and other poor countries around.21 For
some countries, such as Uganda, the benefits will be real and supportive.
As with HIPC I, Uganda was the first country to benefit from HIPC II. It
will receive debt relief of about $55 million annually over the next thirty
years under HIPC II in addition to the $45 million annual relief agreed
under HIPC I. At a Consultative Group meeting in March 2001, donors
pledged about $2.5 billion over the following three years for poverty re-
duction under Uganda’s new Poverty Eradication Action Plan (PEAP).
At the same time, they criticized official corruption as well as Uganda’s
involvement in the war in the Congo.

The Uganda Debt Network continued to grow and increase its capabil-
ities. By 2000 it had more than sixty members as well as strong ties to the
Uganda Joint Christian Council and business, student, and labor orga-
nizations. The Catholic Church gave it particularly strong support. The
Network held several campaigns in Uganda to raise the level of awareness
about debt relief, as well as participating in Jubilee 2000’s international
activities, especially lobbying about the HIPC II treatment of Uganda.
It launched a major anticorruption drive to make sure debt savings are
used properly and lobbied parliament about future debt levels. Above all,
however, it was becoming very active in coordinating civil society partici-
pation in the PRSP process, which it was doing with the help of Northern
NGOs. Lastly, it had improved its own organizational capabilities and was
running it own independent website.22

20 Embedded liberalism is the notion that industrial democracies have long handled the
processes of economic adjustment, especially to external change, by buffering the so-
cial and political costs of adjustment in ways not congruent with neo-liberal economic
doctrine and that they have preached the latter to developing countries while doing the
former. See Ruggie (1982).

21 For a good analysis of the limits of HIPC II, see General Accounting Office (2000).
To see the current status of HIPC, see the IMF and World Bank HIPC websites at
http://www.imf.org/external/np/hipc/hipc/htm and http://www.worldbank.org/hipc/.

22 For a good look at the activities of the Uganda Debt Network, see its fine website at
http://www.udn.or.ug.
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In April 1998 Jubilee 2000 helped to form Jubilee 2000 Afrika in Ac-
cra, Ghana, as a regional coordinating body for debt campaign work in
Africa. By late 2000, Jubilee 2000 had campaigns in more than twenty
African countries, with active organizations in at least fourteen of them.
Many of these were based on existing local NGOs, such as the Jesuit
Centre for Theological Reflection in Zambia, which in 1998 joined with
the Zambian Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace to launch a debt
campaign: the Jubilee 2000–Zambia campaign. By early 2000 the main
focus of this campaign was on making the PRSP process operate in an
open, accountable, and effective manner. It worked to build the capacity
of civil society groups to take part in the process and helped to coordi-
nate it. As with the Uganda Debt Network, Jubilee 2000–Zambia ran its
own website and had its own international and regional ties. In February
2000 it held a national conference on debt and proposed a Zambian Debt
Mechanism to ensure that all debt relief goes to poverty reduction. The
group’s coordinator summed it up succinctly: “Jubilee 2000–Zambia has
come a long way in a short time. A silly idea, a crazy dream. But now
the reality! Please keep giving us your hard work and dedication – we
have a long ways to go yet. But we are moving and the goal – poverty
reduction in a society of greater justice – is too great to be slow about”
(Jubilee 2000–Zambia 2000).

Similar strong efforts exist in Mozambique, Tanzania, and elsewhere.
In short, African NGO work on debt was sinking real roots and mov-
ing beyond the confines of campaigning for debt relief, facilitated by the
victory of the international NGOs on the issue of debt relief and poverty
reduction. They were beginning to take on viable social movement
characteristics. In addition, it was already possible to find situations where
African and international NGOs did not completely agree on how debt
savings should be applied to poverty reduction in particular countries
and where African NGOs were influencing the views of the international
NGOs on other matters.

Unforeseen events can get in the way, however. Although excluded
from HIPC I because it was servicing its debt, Ghana was included in
HIPC II and should have been next in line after Uganda. It was not to
be, despite Ghana’s expectation of obtaining much-deserved early relief.
Japan announced that any country that took advantage of HIPC II debt
relief would forgo any further concessional aid from it. Japan is Ghana’s
biggest donor country. As a result, one of Africa’s two star economic
reformers “voluntarily” withdrew from HIPC II. As Kwesi Botchwey,
the architect and contractor of Ghana’s impressive economic reform ef-
fort, laments with understatement, “It is worth noting that Japan’s deci-
sion to make countries, notably Ghana, choose between HIPC relief and
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continued Japanese assistance is an unfortunate development.” He adds
that “Ghana has in fact opted out of the HIPC Initiative for this reason,
although it is by no means clear that this is in its best long-term interest”
(Botchwey 2000).23

Uganda is a case in which a proactive African response to decline cre-
ated halfway houses of representation and capacity building via better
transgovernance. Unlike other types of networks discussed in this vol-
ume, there is nothing very shadowy about the networks and connections
that helped to achieve this result. They have helped to make Museveni’s
Uganda stronger while increasing creditor country and international fi-
nancial institution accountability by intensifying global–local interactions.
Uganda succeeded because it was perceived by the major actors in the
debt regime to be doing what was expected of it. Without Uganda’s
decade of impressive economic reform, it would not have been able both
to make changes in the debt regime and to benefit from them. In many
ways, it is still a self-help world as international relations theorists have
so long asserted. With its proactive behavior and the help of other actors,
Uganda has been able to grab back some sovereignty and capacity, while
increasing its legitimacy. In the current African context, this is no mean
feat.

In sum, Africa has been central to the evolution of the international
regime on public debt, although not its primary driving force. New actors
and processes have been unleashed in response to Africa’s plight that
might significantly alter the way the larger development regime functions.
In the long run, the most significant changes may well not be HIPC itself,
but rather the new processes and transboundary formations that it has
helped to unleash.

Conclusion

In discussing networks, moral discourse, and history, Fred Cooper (1998)
shows “both the possibility of mobilization across borders, across con-
ceptual frameworks, across interests, and the possibility that discourses
can be changed.” Within the domain of international debt, I have tried
to show that this is possible. By using the notion of a triple helix of trans-
governance regarding debt, I have also attempted to show what Cooper
notes is harder to think about:
23 Ghana made the decision hastily and without running net resource flow calculations

because it was dealing with a major crisis with Ashanti Goldfields. Mozambique, on the
other hand, made the decision to stay with HIPC and do without Japanese assistance.
Other major donors did not place much pressure on Japan to change its position, hesi-
tating to rock the boat, given what they considered to be more important cross-cutting
issues. Personal communication from Kwesi Botchwey, March 25, 2000.
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how one connects the different elements of the picture: structures (such as states),
networks (such as the antislavery movement), and discourses (free labor ideol-
ogy, anticolonialism, panAfricanism). . . What structures? Within what limits? By
the power of whose voices, via the workings of what mechanisms? And how do
new networks, new discourses, new structures channel possibilities for action in
particular ways, while excluding other possibilities? (Cooper 1998: 10)

As characterized in this volume,24 there are three dimensions within
which transboundary formations take form – international arenas, trans-
local networks, and transterritorial deployments. The interwoven strands
of the debt triple helix are part of a very complicated transboundary for-
mation in which three fields of action and meaning become intertwined in
intricate ways creating a new “genetic” form of transnational governance.
These fields have not just bumped up against each other, but rather they
have become tightly linked in a variety of ways.

Similar helix-like structures exist for other issues and are likely to be-
come a more common and influential form in the global realm. NGO
translocal networks, for example, have expanded their reach from human
rights to the environment to security issues such as landmines and now
to more technical issues of development and economics revolving around
structural adjustment. The debt triple helix and others like it are making
the global realm more robust without necessarily making the major states
or international organizations of the international system less consequen-
tial. The international debt regime strand of the triple helix is by far the
“thickest” – has the widest amplitude of practices and discourses – of the
three. The other two strands are “thinner,” with the epistemic one much
more so, but both of them are growing and central to this transboundary
formation.

The argument here is that in conjunction with elements of an epistemic
community, the NGO translocal networks have shaped the amplitude and
sway of the international debt regime in important ways. The triple helix
has powerfully affected the way a number of African and other states
function; it has intervened in the day-to-day operation of these states
in very detailed ways. In their interaction with the international debt
regime, the epistemic and NGO strands of the triple helix have helped
to create new forms of governance at both the national and international
levels.

The international debt regime strand of the triple helix can be charac-
terized as an international arena. With its widely amplified norms and dis-
courses, it constitutes an international public sphere made up primarily of
states and international financial institutions. The epistemic community

24 See Robert Latham’s chapter in this volume.
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and the NGO principled-issue network strands are most akin to translocal
networks. Yet both the international debt regime and the NGO networks
have transterritorial deployment aspects as well. The IMF, the World
Bank, and Western aid agencies often have transterritorial deployments
in African countries. So do some of the bigger development NGOs that
are part of the debt translocal networks, for example, Oxfam, Bread for
the World, and Catholic Relief Services. As Jubilee 2000 has made an
effort to extend its campaign into Africa and other parts of the devel-
oping world, it has linked up with local NGOs and societal groups or
created its own transterritorial deployments from scratch. The degree
of externality, scope, and sway of these deployments is constantly be-
ing negotiated in complex ways.25 The hope of the international NGOs
is that these territorial deployments will become central to African na-
tional governance both on debt and increasingly on wider development
issues such as reducing poverty via the PRSP process, attacking cor-
ruption, and making governments more transparent and accountable.
At the same time, it is hoped that they will become more autonomous
nodes in the international NGO debt networks, making direct contri-
butions of their own to the evolution of the debt transboundary
formation.

These transterritorial deployments have become hinges that join inter-
national and local forces and discourses. NGO transterritorial deploy-
ments have much less scope and sway than those of the IMF, the World
Bank, and the aid missions of the major powers, but they are attempt-
ing, with some success, to increase their influence while turning their
local presence into a more permanent one. In addition, connections grow
between the transterritorial deployments of all of these institutions and
between them and the African states and societies in which they oper-
ate. International NGOs try to create transterritorial deployments and
strengthen existing local NGOs while retaining the flexibility to operate
differently or withdraw if they so choose. With their particular combina-
tion of vulnerability and power, they also, of course, always run the risk
of being forced out if they tread too heavily with national governments on
issues related to debt such as corruption, transparency, and accountabil-
ity. The international NGOs that work on debt have deployed themselves
as translocal networks and transterritorial deployments, but they have
also deployed themselves as an increasingly effective and global social
movement. In the process, they have changed the rules and discourse of
the debt regime, increased resource flows, brought about new forms of
international and local governance via HIPC and the PRSP process, and

25 See Ron Kassimir’s chapter in this volume.
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created or strengthened local NGOs. In short, they have reshaped the
forms and process of intervention.

Given the complexities and power structures of the current interna-
tional system, reform usually comes slowly. Very little came of all the heat
and rhetoric of the efforts of developing states in the 1970s and 1980s
to set binding, generalizable rules for a New International Economic
Order and very little may come from all of the recent discussion of a
grand “New Financial Architecture.” Resulting from the complex in-
teractions of the debt triple helix, the Uganda Multilateral Debt Fund,
HIPC I, and HIPC II are innovative extensions of the transgovernmen-
tal Paris Club mechanism. The Paris Club evolved slowly in the 1960s
and 1970s without the influence of NGO principled-issue networks or an
epistemic community. Beginning with the explosion of the Third World
debt bomb in 1982, these other two strands of the triple helix came in-
creasingly into play. In their more highly organized forms, both of these
strands are relatively recent additions to the way the international sys-
tem operates. Yet while the functioning of the triple helix reminds us that
states are not the only consequential units, they remain powerful actors.
In this sense, the triple helix of interactions helped both to reproduce
existing national and international structures and to alter the way they
work.

A key lesson of this chapter’s stories is that it is important to disag-
gregate actors and actor types. Not all creditor countries resisted more
debt relief, and some of those that did, did not do it all the time; some-
times they changed their minds. Over time the two major Bretton Woods
institutions had quite varied views and played quite different roles in re-
gard to debt issues. Not all NGOs supported HIPC I and HIPC II; many
have refused to support them because of the very tight link to the often
harsh and intrusive conditionalities of structural adjustment. Another
lesson is that the NGOs with the best understanding of the international
debt regime and the economics epistemic community were able to bring
about the most change.

What are the prospects for more dramatic change? Discourses have
the most impact when they resonate with important parts of an exist-
ing context, and in a compatible language, even though they challenge
other parts of it in major ways. Like institutions, discourses have varying
capabilities, varying resonance at any given time. This is not to say, as
Cooper nicely reminds us, that major perceptual change brought about
by discourse struggle is impossible. As with the nineteenth-century anti-
slavery movement, it is possible that industrial democracy leadership
and public opinion could change to such a degree that the type of broad
debt cancellation advocated by the Jubilee 2000 campaign might come
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about at some point. In the meantime, efforts like it continue to increase
pressure on key actors to accelerate the evolution of HIPC.

An illustrative effort to shift the discourse on debt came in 1998 when
Pope John Paul issued a major Papal Bull entitled “Incarnationis
Mysterium” (“The Mystery of the Incarnation”) which argued that
wealthy countries should relieve the debts of poor ones as acts of char-
ity as the world enters Christianity’s third millennium. The Pope noted
that “Some nations, especially the poor ones, are oppressed by a debt
so huge that repayment is practically impossible. It is clear, therefore,
that there can be no real progress without effective cooperation between
the peoples of every language, race, nationality, and religion.” He called
for a new culture of international solidarity and cooperation “where all –
particularly the wealthy nations and the private sector – accept responsi-
bility for an economic model which serves everyone,” noting that it is no
longer tolerable that a poor man should be forced to feed on the scraps
that had fallen off the banquet table of a rich man (Pullella 1998). At
the time of the Prague IMF/World Bank meetings in October 2000, the
Pope was very critical of the slow progress in implementing HIPC II. It
is interesting that in August, Michel Camdessus, who had stepped down
as managing director of the IMF in February after being elected for an
unprecedented third term, joined the Vatican’s Pontifical Council for Jus-
tice and Peace, which has taken a central role in the debt relief campaign.
An Oxfam spokesperson noted that “until recently, one would not have
mentioned Mr. Camdessus and the Pope in the same sentence. But dur-
ing his last few months at the fund, Mr. Camdessus began to speak the
same language as the Pope about debt relief.” The spokesperson went
on to comment that “no one asks why Paul did not have his conversion
earlier than on the road to Damascus – they are just pleased that he had
it” (Beattie 2000).



7 When networks blind: human rights
and politics in Kenya

Hans Peter Schmitz

The tremendous growth of the non-governmental sector both in the West-
ern and Southern world has lately also led to an increasing academic
interest in the subject matter.1 In the human rights area, a sizable liter-
ature has emerged which identified international and domestic human
rights groups and their networking activities as an increasingly influen-
tial factor for regime change (see Brysk 1993; Risse et al. 1999; Schmitz
and Sikkink 2001; Smith et al. 1997).2 In particular, this literature high-
lights strategies on the part of those actors that aim at building direct
connections between the local and the international level (see Keck and
Sikkink 1998). These actions tell previously untold stories and repre-
sent attempts to connect what is traditionally separated by “Westphalian
sovereignty” (Krasner 1999: 20–25) and the norm of non-intervention
in internal affairs. Challenges to the status quo presuppose the emer-
gence of alternative networks and discourses. The emergence of such
transboundary formations in the non-governmental realm makes “ex-
traversion” (Bayart 1993) a viable strategy not only for state leaders but
also for their challengers. During the 1980s, international human rights
organizations, but also Western states and international organizations,
have increasingly taken up such requests for support and supplemented
pressure from below with pressure from above. In the Kenyan case this
has forced the regime under attack to adopt an introverted strategy of
mobilizing its own domestic support.

1 For insightful comments I would like to thank the participants of two workshops at the
European University Institute in Florence, Italy (March 28–29, 1998) and at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia, USA (December 5–6, 1998) as well as the three
editors and two anonymous reviewers. This chapter represents my continued research on
the role of human rights organizations in East Africa. While I explore in greater detail in
an earlier work (Schmitz 1999) the transforming potential of such activism, I emphasize
here some of its ambivalent long-term effects as well as the counter-strategies developed
by repressive regimes.

2 Others have highlighted the influence of such transnational networks with regard to global
environmental and security issues. See Price (1998); Wapner (1995); Zürn (1998).
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While the named literature has been successful in putting such transna-
tional human rights networks on the research agenda of scholars in
international relations and comparative politics, there is still little reliable
knowledge on the long-term effects of their activities. In this contribution,
I will suggest ways of understanding such effects by comparing the role
of transnational human rights networks prior to and after the reintroduc-
tion of multipartyism in Kenya in late 1991. First, I argue that during the
1980s the domestic opposition to authoritarian rule successfully relied
on international contacts for its very survival and the creation of alterna-
tive forms of authority. These contacts not only protected a number of
individual human rights activists from serious harm but transformed the
entire composition of the domestic opposition movement. The transna-
tional mobilization in the late 1980s and early 1990s crucially contributed
to the “remapping” (Brysk 1993: 268) of Kenya’s image abroad and the
donor decision in November 1991 to temporarily cut aid. However, the
subsequent (re-)introduction of multipartyism offered new opportunities
for the Moi regime to control the political playing field.

Second, I argue that during the subsequent period of protracted (and
still ongoing) regime transition transnational human rights actors and
their domestic allies have fallen significantly short with regard to trans-
lating their authority into the creation of a new, more democratic order.
While the main reason for this development is a recalcitrant authoritar-
ian regime, I argue that transboundary formations such as transnational
human rights networks can have ambiguous long-term effects on domes-
tic regime change. Not only do they offer protection and support; under
certain conditions they create “blind spots” for dialog and compromise.
While the international contacts remained in the 1990s an important
safeguard for human rights actors, long-term and sometimes even exclu-
sive reliance on such networks with the outside world constrained ac-
tors in the domestic political struggle for political reforms. International
contacts in the form of “vertical networking” cannot substitute for the
development of a solid domestic political following and successful “hori-
zontal networking” simply because international actors are not a reliable
constituency in Kenyan national affairs.

The main reason for the ambiguity of human rights mobilization in
the Kenyan case is an ethnically divided civil society.3 Although the ex-
pansion of the civil society sector after 1991 also led to intensified hori-
zontal networking, these networks tended to be ethnically biased. Hence,
they often simply added international voices to their political demands
without broadening beyond their narrow ethnic boundaries. At the same

3 For a similar concern for ethnicity see Ndegwa (1997).
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time, this led to continued hostility from the regime and its supporters.
The challenge to authoritarian rule in the 1980s was successful when a
marginalized ethnic coalition began to seek the outside support of juridi-
cal institutions such as internationally recognized human rights norms. In
the 1990s, the authoritarian regime answered this challenge by going in
the opposite direction and resorting mainly to non-state and non-juridical
means in mobilizing its own ethnic base. After losing donor confidence
and battling the label of a “pariah state,” the regime’s preferred strat-
egy of the 1990s became introversion. Both sides’ efforts, combined with
declining aid levels, have contributed to a weakening of the state as a
repressive tool, and also as a potential guarantor of human rights.

Vertical and horizontal networking as forms
of social action

Emirbayer and Goodwin commended the network literature for offer-
ing a “new mode of structuralist inquiry” that goes beyond traditional
structural accounts with their sole emphasis on categorical attributes of
individual and collective actors (1994: 1413). Network analysis moves
structuralism beyond a concern for the position of actors toward the
recognition of dynamic modes of interaction between participants: “From
the network point of view, analytical approaches that direct attention to
the ‘intrinsic characteristics,’ ‘essences,’ attributes, or goals of individuals,
as opposed to their patterned and structured interrelationships, are all in-
herently suspect” (p. 1416). In the Kenyan example, I show for the 1980s
how a transnational human rights network constituted and strengthened
domestic actors whose authority increased not merely because of their
essential attributes (e.g. lawyer or church representative), but because
they chose to be part of a particular transboundary formation. In the
1990s the authoritarian regime countered this attack not only by exploit-
ing the formal (but dwindling) state resources it controlled, but also by
mobilizing its own informal network of ethnic support.

In order to establish a network perspective as a viable alternative to
other forms of social inquiry, earlier scholarship overemphasized the role
of “empty” formal network relations at the expense of the “causal role
of ideals, beliefs, and values, and of actors that strive to realize them”
(Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994: 1446). There is no necessary trade-off
between a sophisticated analysis of the social structure in a network per-
spective and an equally refined recognition of agency and (non-)material
conditions. Emirbayer and Goodwin are correct in maintaining that any
explanation of an actor’s behavior in a network perspective has to analyt-
ically separate the social structure (network) from the equally important
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“cultural structure” (e.g. norms and symbols) (p. 1439). Cooper in this
volume refers to this “as the crucial intersection of structures, networks,
and discourses.”

A basic distinction between vertical and horizontal networking as forms
of social action represents a valuable addition to recent scholarship on
regime change in Africa (comparative politics) and the role of norm-
promoting transnational advocacy networks (international relations
theory). While the scholarship on regime transitions still tends to under-
estimate the role of transboundary links (see the introduction to this vol-
ume), the research on transnational advocacy networks focused mainly on
the role of vertical connections in supplementing or substituting domes-
tic horizontal networks. This contribution takes emerging transbound-
ary interactions seriously without neglecting the continued importance
of domestic politics in processes of regime change. I argue here that the
interaction between different modes of social action expressed in hori-
zontal and vertical networking activities on the part of regime opponents
but also supporters can help to explain the direction of political tran-
sitions. While vertical networking through transnational human rights
networks was successful in establishing alternative forms of authority on
the domestic level, it inhibited the emergence of more inclusive horizon-
tal networks expressed in a non-violent civil society as a basis for a new
and more democratic political order.

Establishing alternative sources of authority, 1984 to 1991

At the time of Kenyan political independence, two parties, the Kenya
African National Union (KANU) and the Kenya African Democratic
Union (KADU), competed for national power. While KANU represented
the interests of the larger ethnic groups (mainly Kikuyu and Luo), KADU
was formed as a coalition of smaller, pastoral groups (mainly Kalenjin
and Maasai) to counterbalance the threat of an imminent dominance
by larger tribes. Supported by British settlers, KADU strongly advo-
cated federalist ideas (majimbo) in order to protect the independence of
the smaller ethnicities. Shortly after the electoral victory of KANU in
the first post-independence elections in 1964, KADU dissolved and its
leadership crossed over to KANU. The result was the emergence of a
de facto one-party system led by the first independence president, Jomo
Kenyatta. Subsequently, one of the former KADU leaders, Daniel arap
Moi, was named vice-president. Until Kenyatta’s death in 1978, the coun-
try’s political system was stable compared with those of most of its neigh-
bors and the executive tolerated a “semi-competitive” (Barkan 1992:
168) process within the KANU ruling party. None the less, fundamental
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political opposition was repressed and human rights abuses for political
reasons had been on record since the early 1970s. The situation wors-
ened when the vice-president, Daniel arap Moi, succeeded Kenyatta and
began to consolidate his domestic power position against the still power-
ful Kenyatta cronies (see Karimi and Ochieng 1980; Schatzberg 1987).
The significance of this power shift became apparent when Moi began
to expand the security apparatus and slowly replaced Kikuyu and Luo
within the ruling elite with his own loyal (and former KADU) followers.

After an unsuccessful coup by air force officers on August 1, 1982,
Moi took increasingly repressive measures to suppress the political oppo-
sition (see Howard 1991).4 He used KANU as an instrument to sharply
increase the executive control over parliament, the judiciary, and society
at large (see African Rights 1996; Kibwana 1992; Widner 1992). The
government justified its repressive measures by claiming that radical op-
ponents of the regime had gone underground and formed the clandestine
organization MwaKenya. In particular, members of the country’s univer-
sities became targets of the state security forces. University lecturers,
students, and other alleged opposition members were regularly arrested
and tortured in the infamous Nyayo House in downtown Nairobi (see
“Arrest and Detention in Kenya” 1987).5

As a result of the domestic repression, the Kenyan opposition sought
protection and assistance from the outside world and began to engage
in vertical networking. Amnesty International and other transnational
human rights organizations began to expose the pattern of abuses in
Kenya (see Amnesty International 1987). A number of Kenyan dissidents
were subsequently granted political asylum in Western countries, most
prominently the former member of parliament Koigi wa Wamwere in
September 1986 in Norway. While Amnesty International relied on do-
mestic sources for its reports, the presence of political exiles such as the
charismatic Koigi wa Wamwere intensified vertical networking and mobi-
lization: “Arguably, he was the most important opinion leader in Kenyan
affairs in Norway in the late 1980s” (Baehr et al. 1995: 68). Koigi not
only linked intellectual circles in Kenya to the Norwegian public, but
also maintained contacts to similar groups in the United States where
he had studied for one year at Cornell University in the early 1980s.
While Koigi’s identity as a Kikuyu and his political activism made him
a prime target for the government in Kenya, Western perceptions of his
identity concentrated exclusively on his fate as a political refugee.

4 For a recent review of academic freedom issues in Kenya see Adar (1999).
5 Moi frequently used the Swahili term “Nyayo” to claim that his presidency “follows

the steps of Mzee Kenyatta.” Ironically, whoever the Moi government identified as not
following those steps ended up for days or weeks in the basement of Nyayo House.
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Domestically, almost all societal organizations had in the meantime
succumbed to the interventions by KANU and the executive. Only the
churches and a group of lawyers organized around the Law Society of
Kenya (LSK) were able to resist usurpation because they already had
established ties to the outside world and controlled financial resources
of their own. Apart from individual lawyers, the churches and in partic-
ular the National Council of Churches in Kenya (NCCK) put up the
first coherent challenge against authoritarian rule. While the NCCK had
been working closely with the state bureaucracy of the newly independent
Kenya during the 1960s and 1970s, the relationship became now increas-
ingly strained. The NCCK’s theology was liberal and its “gospel as much
social as individual.” The staff “had no organic or historical connection
with the local environment,” a situation which enabled the NCCK “to
be ‘alongside’ the new African politics . . . in a way in which the local
churches would have found difficult even if their leaders had thought it
desirable” (Lonsdale et al. 1978: 269–270).

The strong outside ties of the NCCK became now important channels
for enlisting additional international support. Similarly, many university
teachers and lawyers had been trained abroad and now used these con-
tacts to inform the outside world about mounting repression in Kenya.
In a situation where the domestic opposition was trying to survive and
was too weak to exert significant pressure from below, the international
arena served as an alternative avenue for networking and mobilization.
While the Kenyan government was in complete control of the domestic
arena, vertical networking enabled the opposition to threaten the inter-
national image of Kenya as a stable and reliable partner of the Western
world. To this end, the weak domestic and growing international part of
the transnational human rights network in 1987 took advantage of Moi’s
planned state visits to the United States and Europe. When Daniel arap
Moi met US President Reagan on March 12, the Washington Post ran
the headline ‘Police Torture is Charged in Kenya.’6 Immediately, the US
State Department spokesman, Charles Redman, declared his agency’s
grave concern for human rights violations in Kenya: “The allegations of
torture, apparently supported by signed affidavits from those in Kenya
who claim to have been tortured, raise serious questions of human rights
abuses.” (African Contemporary Record 1987). Later that year, a defi-
ant Moi canceled a visit to Norway and Sweden and complained about

6 In order to protect himself, a defense lawyer in the MwaKenya trials, Gibson Kamau
Kuria, had provided the detailed information to Washington Post correspondent Blaine
Harden. After submitting his allegations of torture to the court, Kuria was arrested and
disappeared for two weeks. In 1989, Kuria received the Robert F. Kennedy Memorial
Award for Human Rights.
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continued human rights attacks in the media. The networking activities
of non-governmental human rights organizations now also began to af-
fect state actors and representatives of international organizations and
Western governments.

While the international image of Kenya had markedly deteriorated by
1989/1990, the situation of the domestic opposition and human rights
conditions remained highly precarious. The more outspoken domestic
critics were met by an even more repressive reaction by the government.
In February 1990 the Kenyan Foreign Minister Robert Ouko was found
murdered not far from his farm.7 On May 3, 1990, the former cabi-
net ministers Charles Rubia and Kenneth Matiba announced for the
first time since 1981 the creation of a new party and demanded multi-
party elections. Their arrests and extended detention without trial fueled
massive street demonstrations all over the country, culminating in many
deaths during the Saba Saba demonstrations on July 7.8 In August, An-
glican bishop and high-profile government critic Alexander Muge died
under still unresolved circumstances in a car accident. The first major
confrontation between the regime and a more independent civil society
occurred when a National Council of NGOs resisted legislation by the
government intended to increase its control over this increasingly vocal
part of society (Ndegwa 1996: 31–54). Although the NGO community
could not prevent the establishment of registration and reporting require-
ments, it was able to water down the legislation and retain some of the
de facto independence gained during the 1989/1990 period. The struggle
between NGOs and the executive over the legislation was a turning point
that indicated slowly changing power relations between the government
and its critics.

In September 1990, the International Bar Association moved its bian-
nual meeting with more than 3,000 participants from Nairobi to New
York. The Kenyan government remained largely unmoved by the
growing international isolation and even contributed directly to it. On
October 22, the Moi regime severed diplomatic relations with Norway,

7 Ouko had accompanied Moi on a visit to the United States only two weeks prior to
his murder. There were rumors that the United States government favored him as a
possible successor to Moi, after he had announced he would address the issue of high-
level corruption. Based on her interviews, Widner wrote that “upon his return [from
the United States] Moi was so furious with Ouko that he ordered his assassination”
(Widner 1992: 193). Hempstone even discussed accounts of events involving the direct
participation of the president in the torture and subsequent death of Ouko (Hempstone
1997: 66–70).

8 For a comparative analysis of the dynamics of street demonstrations in Kenya see Lafargue
(1996). Saba Saba is Kiswahili for the seventh day in July, a date chosen by the political
opposition for annual nationwide protests for democracy.
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indicating its dismay with Norwegian Ambassador Niels Dahl’s regu-
lar attendance at court proceedings against Koigi wa Wamwere (Baehr
et al. 1995: 69). The following year, Human Rights Watch published
Kenya: Taking Liberties, the first comprehensive human rights report on
the country (Africa Watch/Human Rights Watch 1991). On August 2, the
opposition created a broad coalition called the Forum for the Restora-
tion of Democracy (FORD) that was “inspired by Civil Forum in East
Germany and Czechoslovakia” (Throup 1993: 390). The creation of
FORD was a breakthrough in establishing a political alternative to KANU
and the Moi presidency. At the November donor meeting, the transna-
tional mobilization finally had tangible material effects when financial
aid amounting to $850 million was suspended for six months: “Kenya,
the long-time favorite of the West, was being treated as one of Africa’s
pariah regimes”(Throup and Hornsby 1998: 84). Within a few days of
this decision, President Moi ordered parliament to repeal section 2a of the
constitution that declared Kenya a one-party state.9 Multiparty elections
were set for late 1992.

The period between 1984 and 1991 highlights the role of transbound-
ary formations in withstanding and challenging the expansion of authori-
tarian rule. This challenge was successful because it enlisted the support
of principled human rights actors advocating universally shared norms
embedded in juridical institutions. Mainly urban and middle-class elites
were able to form the nucleus of a reviving domestic opposition because
of their traditional ties to the outside world and some retained financial
independence. As Cooper writes in this volume, the “possibility of inter-
nationalist action . . . made it possible for opponents within any given ter-
ritory to imagine their opposition in wider – and more optimistic – terms
than would otherwise be the case.” The international non-governmental
mobilization originated in the narrow human rights sector and later af-
fected Western media, and other non-governmental and governmental
actors as well as international organizations. However, the increasing
number of actors drawn into the domestic arena also led to a much
greater diversity of interests. In particular donor countries such as the
United States not only pushed for multipartyism in 1991; they were rely-
ing during the same time period on the Kenyan government as a strategic
ally for the military operations during the Gulf War, and against Libyan
forces in Chad in 1991, and in Somalia in 1992 (Hempstone 1997: 136–
141, 214–231). While the outside voices for change increased in quantity,
this process brought in competing interests with material and strategic,
rather than principled interests.

9 For details on the decision see Hempstone (1997: 252–257).
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Domestically, the struggle for political power pitted against each other
two ethnic coalitions that, by and large, had already been present at the
time of independence. While Kikuyu and Luo had dominated Kenyan
politics for almost twenty years under Kenyatta, under President Moi
they lost this control to representatives of smaller ethnicities. Hence,
the emerging civil society actors concerned with regime change were
recruited mainly from the disenfranchised Kikuyu elite. Their call for
human rights was principled inasmuch as it reflected a means to the end
of regaining their influence in national affairs. International actors inter-
ested in furthering the cause of human rights and democracy in Kenya
did not simply work with principled domestic groups; they also began
to affect this ongoing struggle between different ethnic coalitions. These
more ambivalent effects of local–international connections are the subject
of the following section.

The struggle for a new political order, 1991–2000

The decision to return to multipartyism had three major consequences.
First, opportunities for the sustainable institutionalization of domestic
political dissent increased. Within months, the executive lost much of its
control over the (mainly) urban-centered societal realm where dozens of
opposition groups now reclaimed the previously lost terrain. Individual
members of the opposition took advantage of the window of opportu-
nity and now created NGOs with more solid transnational connections.
Donor organizations with their new funding strategies were now able to
choose between dozens of domestic groups claiming to promote human
rights and democratic change. At the same time, those new actors also
found more avenues for expressing their opinions because the domestic
press was also able to regain some of the freedom it lost during the 1980s.

Second, the advent of multipartyism shifted attention away from imme-
diate political reforms and toward the struggle over the control of national
power as well as efforts to replace Moi as president. Several ministers of
Moi’s cabinet and other leaders used the opportunity to quit KANU and
form their own (often ethnically narrow) opposition parties. To the main-
stream the opposition politicians’ issues of constitutional reform were
only of interest in so far as they contributed to a level playing field for the
upcoming presidential and parliamentary elections. Multipartyism not
only created an opportunity to contest Moi and KANU in elections; it
also increased incentives for competition within the opposition. Hence,
the previously united political opposition split along two lines. The first
divided those who demanded sustainable political reforms before an elec-
tion and others who struggled for an advantageous position assuming that
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domestic and donor pressure would remove Moi from power in any case.
The second dividing line was ethnic and split the opposition over the next
ten years into a growing number of smaller parties.

Third, the ruling elite reacted to this new situation by developing new
strategies designed to defend its threatened power position. Emphasis
was now given to narrower, shorter-term objectives such as the control
of the 1992 election process, rather than the continued stifling of
the civil society sector. An important part of this strategy was the de-
liberate instigation of ethnic violence directed against Kenyans expected
to be in favor of the political opposition. As the opposition had success-
fully used “extraversion” strategies to challenge the regime, the latter now
turned inside, rhetorically revived the earlier majimbo-debate, and mobi-
lized its own ethnic base. As a result, more than two thousand Kenyans
were killed in 1991/1992 and several hundred thousand displaced (Africa
Watch/Human Rights Watch 1993; Amisi 1997).10

The return of multipartyism did not mean that the Kenyan government
now ended its repression of the mainly urban-based civil and political
opposition. Domestic critics were still regular targets of security organs
and many attempts to institutionalize dissent were met with open threats
and harassment. However, compared with the situation in the 1980s the
regime could no longer sustain complete control of the political system,
the press, or society at large.

The process of political liberalization opened up opportunities for
the establishment of domestic human rights groups and other politi-
cal NGOs. For the first time, Kenyan non-governmental organizations
specializing in human rights advocacy emerged as significant actors in
the domestic arena. One of these organizations, the Kenya Human Rights
Commission (KHRC), constituted itself in September 1992 as a transna-
tional group when it opened offices simultaneously in Nairobi and Boston,
USA. KHRC became the major donor-funded local organization provid-
ing human rights information to local and international observers. KHRC
essentially copied the working methods of Amnesty International and
regularly issued Quarterly Repression Reports (e.g. Kenya Human Rights
Commission 1993, 1995). Amnesty International became the main inter-
national partner of KHRC, while its work and publications were financed
by various donor agencies, including the Ford Foundation, the National
Endowment for Democracy, and the Swedish NGO Foundation for Hu-
man Rights.

10 A parliamentary investigation not only reaffirmed the political character of the attacks,
but also found evidence for the leading role played by high-level KANU representatives
(Republic of Kenya 1992). As usual, this report was shelved without further action
against the perpetrators.
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Other organizations such as Release Political Prisoners (RPP), the Cen-
ter for Law and Research International (CLARION), or the Citizens’
Coalition for Constitutional Change (the 4Cs) followed suit. These or-
ganizations now supplemented the voices of protest previously sustained
only by church organizations and the lawyers’ community. Moreover,
the whole NGO sector was increasingly politicized: “A majority tended
not only to address community development and institution building,
but also human rights issues with civic education constituting the core
of their activities” (Tostensen et al. 1998). Thus, the number and sta-
bility of domestic “nodes” of a transnational network on human rights
increased significantly. However, the sharp increase of NGOs and sub-
sequent horizontal networking was mainly due to the fact that many of
the former government critics now set up their own organizations and
could attract donor funding for them. The institutionalization of domes-
tic dissent tended to stabilize already existing informal networks rather
than creating new ones.11 Hence, ethnic bias also pervaded the emerging
sector of organizations pressing for constitutional reforms. Politically ac-
tive members of the Kikuyu ethnicity had created many of those “nodes”
in pursuit of a distinct political agenda.

The December 1992 elections

Shortly after the introduction of multipartyism, the opposition coali-
tion FORD disintegrated and in December a total of eight parties and
presidential candidates competed in the elections. Although the oppo-
sition accounted for more than two-thirds of the vote, the gerryman-
dering of constituencies (Ndegwa 1998: 207) and the splits within the
opposition enabled Moi and KANU to retain power. The electoral de-
feat and the continued harassment by state security forces ended any
hopes for a fast “Eastern-European”-style transition to more democratic
rule. Moreover, the parliamentary opposition was further weakened when
fourteen members of parliament crossed over (or back) to KANU within
the next few months. Hence, the NGO sector became in the mid-
1990s the main source for continued reform pressure on the Kenyan
government from below. International material and ideational support
remained crucial for the sustainability of that challenge, in particular
after the donor community resumed some aid programs in late
1993.

11 One Nairobi representative of a foreign donor organization during interviews in 1996
called Kenyan NGOs “very territorial and elitist.” Kenyan NGO representatives usually
also acknowledged the problem of urban bias.
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Although the period between 1993 and early 1997 brought seemingly
little progress with regard to the political reform process, a number of
significant developments indicated that the transnational mobilization
had more sustainable effects than either donor intervention or domestic
resistance would have had on its own. The efforts of the domestic po-
litical opposition and the donor community in 1991/1992 to solve the
issue by rushing to multiparty polls were successfully countered by the
regime’s strategy to mobilize its own ethnic power base. However, gains
such as press freedom and a more autonomous civil society survived this
period and opened opportunities for further mobilization. In 1993, the
government lifted the ban on members of Amnesty International who
had previously been barred from visiting the country. The same year,
the Attorney General, Amos Wako, announced the creation of several
commissions charged with a complete overhaul of the constitution and
remaining repressive laws from the colonial period. Although the govern-
ment delayed the actual appointment of the commission members, the
announcement put the government under additional pressure to live up
to the promised steps.

In 1996, two days prior to a donor meeting, Moi appointed a Stand-
ing Committee on Human Rights charged with monitoring the domestic
human rights situation and reporting directly to the president. Again, the
committee remained completely dependent on Moi and none of its re-
ports have been published so far, but it represents a potential step toward
the creation of a more independent domestic human rights body.12 Other
significant concessions of the period included the final release of Koigi
wa Wamwere on December 13, 1996 and the accession to the United
Nations Convention against Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or De-
grading Treatment or Punishment in February 1997.

The re-formation of the political opposition

Fearing a repeat of the 1992 electoral disaster, the extra-parliamentary
reform groups within civil society decided in 1996/1997 to step up their
domestic and international mobilization for constitutional reforms. Inten-
sive efforts in horizontal and vertical networking became a crucial instru-
ment in further cornering the Moi regime. Meanwhile, the government

12 Amos Wako has already asked the Kenya Human Rights Commission (KHRC) to give up
its name for this government institution. Following the publication of a damning report
by the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Torture, Nigel Rodley, in March 2000,
Wako pledged the implementation of all eighteen recommendations made by Rodley
(UN Commission on Human Rights 2000). On June 22, the cabinet agreed to the
creation of a more independent human rights body.
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continued to delay serious reform steps and tried to repeat the successful
1992 tactics by offering only minor concessions. This time, the opposi-
tion reacted with greater unity to the regime’s tactics. In April 1996, a
coalition of parliamentary opposition members called the Inter-Parties
Group (IPG) invited civil society groups to participate in their deliber-
ations. One year later, from April 3 to 6, 1997, a coalition of thirteen
opposition parties, church organizations, and NGOs held a follow-up
meeting to press for constitutional reforms prior to the upcoming gen-
eral elections. The first National Convention for Constitutional Reform
in Limuru formed an executive committee (NCEC) charged with rep-
resenting the coalition in national affairs. The meeting repeated the op-
position’s longstanding demands and threatened to resort to mass action
such as street demonstrations or general strikes if the government refused
to sit down for negotiations.

The plan to mobilize on the streets was well attuned to other plans
that sought to bring renewed pressure from above. The NCEC called
for the first street demonstration on May 31, one day before the first
visit of an official Amnesty International delegation led by the organi-
zation’s General Secretary, Pierre Sané. On the day of their arrival Moi
announced the abolition of the Public Order Act, a law frequently used to
curtail the opposition’s freedom of association. However, he maintained
his refusal to talk about constitutional reforms prior to the elections. The
coordination of international and domestic forces marked an important
step toward intensified vertical and horizontal networking as Amnesty
International launched a “Human Rights Manifesto for Kenya” together
with seventeen Kenyan human rights organizations.13 In the following
months, the NCEC became the main force behind the intensified cam-
paign for constitutional reforms. In turn, the NCEC represented many of
the already internationally well-connected human rights activists, includ-
ing Gibson Kamau Kuria, Kivuta Kibwana, and Paul Muite. Moreover,
popular leaders, such as Kenneth Matiba, initially lent their support and
local mobilization capabilities to the cause of the NCEC.

Thousands of Kenyans responded to the call for nationwide protests
on May 31. Subsequently, Moi blamed “foreign-funded NGOs” for the
street chaos and threatened them with deregistration: “There are some
NGOs such as the ones that have been engaged in feeding famine vic-
tims, but there are others which have gone against their mandate and
are seeking to influence political developments in this country . . . They

13 Although President Daniel arap Moi himself refused to meet the Amnesty represen-
tatives, many other government officials agreed to meetings, including Vice-President
Saitoti and the Attorney General, Amos Wako (Amnesty International 1997).
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are not allowed to play politics, because that is how Africa has become
the experimental playing ground for everything” (Moi, quoted in Daily
Nation, June 21, 1997). More fundamentally, Moi held that the NCEC
was nothing but a “congregation of self-styled leaders” not elected by
the Kenyan people. Moi’s strategy was to frame the conflict as an issue
of “us” (the Kenyan people) against “them” (foreigners). This argument
was intended to resonate not only with basic democratic norms, but also
with the powerful discourse of political independence and sovereignty.
The fact that forces with exceptionally high international contacts and a
comparatively smaller domestic base dominated the NCEC gave Moi’s
arguments some domestic leverage.

The NCEC reacted to Moi’s rhetorical attacks with another call for
street demonstrations on July 7, the anniversary of the original Saba Saba
demonstrations in 1990. The antiriot measures taken by the Kenyan po-
lice left twelve demonstrators dead and many more injured. Several dozen
parishioners were severely beaten when the police stormed Nairobi’s All
Saints Cathedral during a service. At the same time, ethnic violence flared
up again, this time in the coastal region of Mombasa, where more than
one hundred Kenyans were killed and thousands displaced. Once again,
the news made it to the headlines of international media and the Kenyan
government had maneuvered itself into international isolation. Moreover,
due to the government’s failure to address rampant corruption, the re-
newed isolation began to spill over into the aid sector again. Two weeks
after Saba Saba, the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) gave Kenya one week to “show tangible signs of transparency and
accountability” with respect to the agreed economic reforms. When Moi
withdrew a letter by Finance Minister Mudavadi that indicated compli-
ance with the demands, the IMF suspended the disbursement of a $220
million low-interest loan.

In late July Moi finally agreed to reform talks with selected religious
leaders, but he still rejected the inclusion of other civil society actors.
The announcement immediately split the opposition. While the lead-
ers of the opposition parties in parliament saw this as an opportunity
to reenter the reform process, members of the extra-parliamentary civil
society groups rejected the proposals and called for all-inclusive talks.
Consequently, the NCEC called for a general strike on August 8 to press
for the inclusion of civil society actors. However, without the support
of many popular opposition leaders, the call for a general strike found
little resonance in the population. By the end of August, the government
and the NCEC exchanged increasingly hostile accusations. Moi and his
ministers claimed that the NCEC was “backed by foreigners to start a
revolution in Kenya” (quoted in Daily Nation, August 31, 1997). The
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president claimed that the NCEC was about to stage a “civilian coup”
and intended to subvert the elected government. This statement followed
the Limuru II meeting held from August 25 to 28 where the NGO rep-
resentatives had decided to constitute the NCEC as a parallel govern-
ment if KANU did not finally enter dialog. The meeting also resolved to
call for two other major rallies on September 9 (Tisa Tisa) and October
10 (Kumi Kumi). Faced with the threat of continued mass action, Vice-
President Saitoti and other moderate KANU politicians tried to break
the deadlock and called on the closing day of Limuru II for a meeting of
KANU and opposition MPs. Saitoti invited the opposition MPs to form
the Inter-Parties Parliamentary Group (IPPG) which would be charged
with kicking off the constitutional reform process.

Minimal constitutional reforms

On September 2 negotiators agreed on minimum legal reforms, includ-
ing a reform of the Electoral Commission and the deletion of the ban on
forming a coalition government. The IPPG created three committees: on
legal and administrative issues, on electoral reform, and on problems of
domestic security. The NCEC reacted to its exclusion from the reform
talks by reaffirming its call for demonstration on September 9. However,
similar to the failed general strike in August, the demonstration did not
attract many Kenyans on to the streets. While the extremely popular op-
position politician Kenneth Matiba had earlier supported the NCEC’s
calls for mass action, he now distanced himself from the organization’s
policies. At the same time, the moderate opposition accepted KANU’s
refusal to admit non-elected NCEC representatives at the negotiating ta-
ble. The leading representatives of the NCEC themselves had no signifi-
cant domestic constituency as they had mainly used vertical networking
strategies and outside support to establish their authority on the domestic
level.

On the day of the first IPPG talks, Amnesty International launched its
six-month campaign “Kenya – The Quest for Justice” which continued
its cooperation with several domestic human rights groups. During the
entire period, joint Amnesty – RPP groups visited all major European
countries and briefed government representatives, parliamentarians, and
the general public on the human rights situation in Kenya. Africa Watch
published two extensive human rights reports as reminders of the upcom-
ing general elections (Human Rights Watch/Africa 1997a, 1997b). How-
ever, domestic affairs were now completely dominated by the surprising
pace of the reform process. This represented a major departure from the
previous intransigence of the government, although the prominence of
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KANU moderates in the negotiations and Moi’s aloofness were certainly
important enabling factors.

Within only two months, the committees completed their work and
Attorney General Amos Wako tabled the reforms in parliament. Amnesty
International cautiously welcomed the progress made on constitutional
reforms, but maintained that many issues were still unresolved. On
October 30, parliament voted with more than the required two-thirds
majority in favor of the IPPG package (156 in favor, 26 against, 1 ab-
stention). One week later, Daniel arap Moi signed the IPPG proposals
into law.14 Even though the NCEC had contributed to these results by its
continued mobilization of domestic and international voices, it rejected
the compromise as insufficient. On September 11, the NCEC stated that
“the recommendations of the IPPG Sub-Committee change NOTHING
whatsoever of real substance concerning reforms towards free and fair
election in Kenya” (quoted in Tostensen et al. 1998: 37, emphasis in
original). Similar statements followed from critical church representa-
tives. However, an initial resolution by the NCEC to boycott and disrupt
the elections was shelved on November 11 “pending public feedback.”

The fast and successful completion of the IPPG talks would not have
been possible without the presence of an opposition divided into moder-
ate and radical sections. The latter presented a constant threat of mass
action to the government, which strengthened the moderates at the nego-
tiating table. On the side of the opposition the NCEC was excluded as a
result of the government’s insistence on the participation of elected repre-
sentatives only. Hence, the beginning of constitutional reforms in Kenya
highlighted the classical emergence of hard- and softliners on both sides
of the political divide. The civil society component within the NCEC
had become a significant force in the domestic arena mainly because it
maintained relations with international human rights groups and par-
tially reproduced their activities on the domestic level. However, these
outside connections were also one of the NCEC’s main constraints in the
political struggle for reforms. The Moi regime, with an almost paranoid
attitude toward outside interventions, resisted such civil society partici-
pation, claiming that only elected officials should decide on the future of
the country. While this position revealed the perceived strength of those

14 The reforms included the explicit proclamation that Kenya was a “multi-party demo-
cratic state,” the appointment of opposition members to the Electoral Commission, the
deletion of “detention without trial” and “sedition” from the Penal Code and the Preser-
vation of Public Security Act, major curbs on the powers of local authorities in the Chief’s
Authority Act, and measures to ensure equal presentation of political standpoints in the
media. Finally, the Constitution of Kenya Review Commission Bill set up a commission
that would undertake a comprehensive review of the constitution immediately after the
elections (Daily Nation, September 12, 1997).
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actors as much as the government’s intransigence, the possible long-term
ramifications could not be easily ignored. What had started in the 1980s
as a survival strategy against governmental repression now turned into
a potential burden for political activists who had to play by democratic
rules. Those rules favored actors and groups with strong domestic bases
no matter how these had been obtained. Moreover, the independence
struggle as a leitmotif of Kenyan identity could always be turned into
an argument against any form of foreign intrusion, no matter what goals
such interventions pursued.

The December 1997 elections

The December 1997 elections were again dominated by President Moi
and KANU, although the playing field was more level and the opposition
was able to capture almost half of the parliamentary seats (Ajulu 1998;
Tostensen et al. 1998). Moi was returned to his (supposedly) last term
of presidency and KANU was able to retain 113 seats in parliament
against 109 won by opposition parties. The domestic situation remained
highly volatile. The NCEC and the government continued to clash on the
constitutional reform process, while ethnic violence returned to the Rift
Valley. When the Catholic and Protestant church leaderships claimed that
the Moi government had “no moral legitimacy to lead” and called upon
Western governments to press for all-inclusive reform talks, Moi accused
the church leaders of joining “the many shady and illegal groupings”
and further held that “a Philippine-like revolution would not succeed in
Kenya.” Moi repeated his threats that he would outlaw NGOs supporting
the “illegal” NCEC and advised domestic political activists to “join the
legally constituted parties if they wished to engage in politics” (quoted in
Daily Nation, February 21, 1998).

Despite prior negative experience, the NCEC returned to its 1997
tactics and called upon the population to strike on March 3, April 4,
and May 5, for a full week in June, and indefinitely starting from July
1. In early April the NCEC was again forced to call off all plans for
strikes and demonstrations as the expectations for a high turnout of
demonstrators were not met. While the urban-based elites dominating
the NCEC had acquired some leverage because of their international
contacts, they obviously overestimated their capabilities to mobilize do-
mestic support. The impressive international resonance of their cam-
paigns and the subsequent emphasis on vertical networking had discour-
aged them from building strong domestic networks beyond the groups
they belonged to in the first place. The new social relationship across
national boundaries that originally created an enabling environment for
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challenging a repressive government now increasingly blinded its partic-
ipants to its uncompromising attitude and narrowed its choices. While
such a position may have been the only possible one when faced with the
regime’s repressive tactics, it was not backed up by a significant domestic
base.

Reflecting the preferences of the Moi government, Attorney General
Amos Wako on April 1, 1998 announced the creation of a twenty-five-
member Inter-Party Parliamentary Committee (IPPC) to supervise the
constitutional reform process. Although the electoral victory gave the Moi
government some new leverage to resist the pressure for political reform,
the ongoing mobilization and the 1997 negotiations with the opposition
had considerably weakened the hardliners within KANU. This resulted
in two major defeats of the hardline faction around President Moi. First,
in the area of economic reforms a majority of parliamentarians called
upon the government to implement the anticorruption measures agreed
in negotiations with the IMF and the World Bank. During a seminar
organized by the World Bank and the German Friedrich-Ebert Foun-
dation, Finance Minister Nyachae admitted that “Kenya was broke and
corruption was rampant” (Daily Nation, April 30, 1998).15 The partic-
ipants resolved that economic reforms were a necessary condition for
the resumption of the aid withheld since August 1997. A subsequent
meeting of the KANU parliamentary group rejected Moi’s proposal to
officially distance themselves from the recommendations of the seminar.
After this defeat, Moi agreed to the reform package, but insisted that all
measures must be taken under the leadership of KANU (East African,
May 7, 1998). Second, KANU hardliners failed to prevent in parlia-
ment the creation of a commission charged with the investigation of all
instances of ethnic violence in Kenya since the early 1990s.16 Although
KANU members were in the majority, the motion for the commission
won a 54 to 49 majority. The growing dissent within KANU forced Moi
to accept Raila Odinga’s National Democratic Party (NDP) as a de facto
coalition partner in the National Assembly.

Moi’s negative attitude toward the participation of civil society groups
in the process of constitutional review was now also challenged from
within KANU. The KANU members of the IPPC agreed to organize
a day-long seminar of 400 political, religious, and NGO leaders on the

15 Nyachae was dismissed by Moi in February 1999. After the 1997 elections, Vice-
President Saitoti was not reappointed to his position until April 1999, in another in-
dication of Moi’s disapproval of prominent roles played by cabinet ministers in leading
political or economic reforms.

16 The government refuses to give a date for the release of the report by the so-called
Akiwumi Commission. However, most of the evidence is available, since the press was
free to cover the hearings of the commission.
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constitutional reform process. Attorney General Amos Wako chaired the
meeting at the national cultural center Bomas of Kenya on May 11.
NCEC representatives Gibson Kamau Kuria and Kivutha Kibwana re-
peatedly walked out of the meetings in protest, because KANU represen-
tatives maintained a negative attitude to civil society participation. Before
the second round of the Bomas talks planned for June 8–9, thirty-six par-
ticipating groups led by the Catholic Church, the NCEC, and the NGO
Council threatened to boycott the meeting if their demands for greater
inclusiveness were not met. They were supported by forty-two MPs in-
cluding five from the ruling party. The following day, Moi gave in to the
continued pressure and announced an expansion of the review committee
(Daily Nation, June 2, 1998).

On June 22, thirty-three civil organizations and all political parties
met to decide on the future of the constitutional reform process. The
NCEC was now officially included in the talks. During the meeting,
hardline KANU representatives remained opposed to the inclusion of
civil society representatives in the constitutional reform process and sug-
gested the enlargement of the IPPC on the basis of district representation.
The NCEC rejected the plan as “tribalist” and demanded representation
based on existing civil society organizations. After intensive debates, both
sides agreed to set up a three-tiered structure under the leadership of the
Constitutional Review Commission. One of the two other bodies would
consist of representatives from the sixty-five districts (District Consul-
tative Forum, DCF), while the other would bring in a broad range of
politically active domestic organizations (National Constitutional Con-
sultative Forum, NCCF). Shortly thereafter, KANU hawks rejected the
compromise and Moi returned to his original position, declaring that he
was only willing to accept a number of church organizations as partners
in the constitutional debates.

On August 7, three days before the next round of talks and another
possible stand-off between regime and civil society actors, bomb ex-
plosions ripped through Nairobi and Dar-es-Salaam. The explosions
targeted the US embassies in both East African capitals and killed an
estimated 250 people, the large majority in Nairobi. In the wake of the
tragedy, the meeting on the constitutional reform issue was rescheduled
for August 24. In the course of the meeting, President Moi changed
his position again and agreed to NGO participation: “The fact that
‘radicals’ such as Prof. [Kivutha] Kibwana were sitting on the same
committee with Mr. Sunkuli, an ultra-right wing KANU politicians,
shows just how much transformation Kenyan politics has undergone
over the past few months” (Githongo 1998). However, most of the envi-
sioned substantial step toward democratization were still not yet agreed
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upon, let alone implemented. So far, the compromise was only about
the formal conditions under which reforms would take place. While
the DCF secured representation according to the majimboist ideas ad-
vanced by the incumbent minority groups supporting the government,
the NCCF represented the liberal ideas of the civil society sector. The
former preferred constitutional reform based on ethnic communities and
their representation in parliament, which would secure an overrepre-
sentation not only of KANU, but also of the smaller ethnic groups.
In contrast, the NCEC, as a group representing not only liberal val-
ues but also the narrower personal and ethnic interests of the larger
tribes, advocated a process based on national citizenship and majority
rules.

One day before the drafting committee was supposed to spell out the
details of the compromise (October 5), the NCEC and one of the oppo-
sition parties withdrew their support and declared that the whole process
was still controlled by Moi and KANU. NCEC officials again threat-
ened mass action and called for the formation of a coalition government.
The other participants went ahead and agreed on the composition of the
Constitutional Review Commission. Of the twenty-five members, thir-
teen were now to be chosen from the parties in parliament and twelve
from religious, women’s, and other civil society organizations. Of these
from parliament, five were supposed to be nominated by KANU,
the other eight by the opposition parties. Within the civil society sector,
the churches were supposed to nominate three members, the women’s
organizations five commissioners, and all other civil society organizations
the remaining four members through the National Council of NGOs
(Daily Nation, October 31, 1998).

Continued resistance to meaningful political reforms

In February 1999, twenty-two cabinet ministers stormed into a meeting
on the creation of the Constitutional Reform Commission. They an-
nounced that KANU would no longer participate in the process unless
it was given more seats. In June, Moi reneged again on his promise to
give civil society actors a voice in the reform process and announced that
only elected officials chosen from the National Assembly would carry out
the review of the constitution. On June 10, riot police injured dozens of
protestors, including many opposition parliamentarians and representa-
tives of the once again excluded civil society groups.

However, on the economic front, the regime finally agreed to demands
by the IMF to curb corruption. In an attempt to end the 1997 suspension
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of a $200 million loan,17 Moi appointed in July a long-time critic of
his government, the paleontologist Richard Leakey, as head of the Civil
Service.18 While economic reforms began slowly to take root, the political
reform process retreated, at least in the eyes of the political opposition. In
December 1999, the National Assembly formalized Moi’s decision and
appointed Raila Odinga, the NDP leader and de facto coalition partner
of KANU, to start a new initiative for the constitutional reform process.
Immediately thereafter, church leaders and NGO representatives started
a parallel reform initiative (the Ufungamano Initiative) in order to press
for their inclusion. Over the next few months Raila’s committee settled
for a small review commission consisting of fifteen commissioners who
will be selected by parliament and appointed by the president. On July
25, 2000 parliament passed this proposal as the Constitution of Kenya
Review Bill. All opposition members and many KANU parliamentarians
walked out before the vote. Meanwhile, Moi’s succession and the upcom-
ing 2002 elections begin to overshadow the reform process (again). The
opposition has again been discussing an election boycott, while prominent
members of KANU seek to occupy a leading position in the race for the
succession.

Conclusion

Comparing the effects of transnational human rights activism during
two distinct periods of regime change in Kenya offers important in-
sights into the possibilities and limits of transboundary networking be-
tween non-state actors. While in the 1980s this strategy was successful in
creating and strengthening alternative sources of authority to challenge
the repressive government, the 1990s expose the problems of translat-
ing this authority into a new, more democratic order. International hu-
man rights norms can serve as a platform to successfully challenge au-
thoritarian rule. However, subsequent efforts to ensure regular and fair

17 The approval by the IMF is crucial, because all other multi- and bilateral donors only
join once the IMF has given clearance.

18 More than one year later, the IMF announced that it would resume aid under clearly
defined conditionalities (http://www.imf.org/external/np/sec/pr/2000/pr0045.htm). The
conditions included the enactment of anticorruption laws, weekly inspections of
the Kenyan Central Bank by IMF officials, and a shift of powers away from the
president’s office to the Treasury. Moi denounced the measures as “too severe”
and declared that “without political stability, there can never be economic develop-
ment and the IMF should know that” (Daily Nation, August 22, 2000). In the
annual corruption perceptions index published by Transparency International (TI),
Kenya was in 2000 rated as one of the ten most corrupt nations, ranking 82nd
out of 90 states. It scored 2.1 on a scale of 0 (highly corrupt) to 10 (highly clean)
http://www.transparency.de/documents/cp:/2000.html.



170 Hans Peter Schmitz

competition as well as democratic participation require both a shift of
attention away from transboundary to domestic relations and an effort
to resurrect the state as the main vehicle to enforce such a transition.
In the Kenyan case, the vertical networks have become solidified dur-
ing the 1990s, while their purpose remained largely the same as in the
1980s and only slowly adapted to the new circumstances. The success
of the challenge in 1991/1992 and the subsequent increasing aid flows
to civil society actors contributed to the failures on the part of the net-
work members to create horizontal networks for democratic change across
ethnic lines.

This case study contributes to a literature on regime transitions that
replaces a structuralist focus on economic or cultural preconditions with
an interest in an analysis of more contingent, strategic interactions be-
tween different domestic elites (see Karl 1990; O’Donnell and Schmit-
ter 1986). Although modernization scholars were able to show that the
stability of democracies increases with their economic wealth, this find-
ing does not support the conclusion that economic growth is a neces-
sary condition for democratization (for this argument, see Przeworski
and Limongi 1997). Moreover, the evidence from the “third wave of de-
mocratization” (Huntington 1991) did not support the conclusion that
economic development always precedes (and causes) the establishment
of sustainable democratic institutions. The subsequent shift of scholarly
attention away from preconditions has opened additional avenues for
analyses of regime change even under the extremely depressed economic
conditions in most African nations. However, despite this fundamental
challenge to the modernization paradigm, many of the agency-centered
approaches continued to share a general skepticism toward the role and
influence of international factors.19 This contribution argues for a sys-
tematic recognition of such international influences and traces some of
their effects on regime change. In doing so, it has mainly focused on the
activities of transnational advocacy networks mobilizing around issues of
human rights.

The research on the role of norms and transnational advocacy networks
in affecting domestic change has mainly focused on the strategies devel-
oped to challenge authoritarian rule and the likely paths of subsequent
regime change (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Risse et al. 1999). However,
many of the more prominent cases show that change caused by such mo-
bilization occurs over a long period of time, often in the range of several
decades.20 This contribution adds to this literature by paying particular

19 For an example of such skepticism with regard to the recent “democratic experiments
in Africa” see Bratton and van de Walle (1997).

20 For Eastern Europe, see Thomas (2001); for South Africa, see Klotz (1995).
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attention to the long-term effects of interactions between international
and domestic actors seeking either to maintain or to change the existing
political order. I use vertical and horizontal networking as two different
forms of social action to show both the potential and limits of principled
transboundary mobilization. While vertical networking activities were a
necessary survival strategy for Kenyan human rights advocates and gov-
ernment critics during the 1980s, the growing success had increasingly
ambivalent effects in the 1991–2000 period. Donor involvement and their
narrow push for multipartyism ironically helped the Moi regime to hold
on to power for another decade.

I further argue that networking not only is a strategy for non-
governmental actors, but can also be successfully used by the groups
defending the status quo. This led in Kenya to the emergence of new
forms of gross human rights violations after 1991. The ethnic violence
of the 1990s killed many more Kenyans than the now partly dismantled
security apparatus in the 1980s. The shift of repressive strategies away
from using traditional state institutions, such as the police, to
mobilizing non-juridical ethnic networks or groups of “youths” repre-
sents a major new challenge for the international human rights com-
munity. Among the main reasons why this challenge has not been ade-
quately met are the quality and long-term effects of the vertical network
relations. Inside Kenya vertical networks have made parts of the oppo-
sition overconfident about their domestic power capabilities and, thus,
contributed to the disunity within the opposition camp. Multipartyism
split the principled opposition to the regime and put sustainable demo-
cratic reforms on the backburner. For some opposition members the
call for human rights was little more than a thinly disguised anti-Moi
slogan, or worse, represented a convenient way of promoting an ethnic
agenda.

Outside Kenya such relations of vertical networking temporarily turned
the attention of a wide range of actors with very different interests toward
that country. Most of these outside observers had their own agendas,
which had little to do with the issue of democratic regime change in
Kenya. Donor governments in the early 1990s felt pressured to support
democracy around the globe, but had little clue on the means that were
appropriate for each individual country moving away from authoritarian
rule. Principled human rights groups in the Northern hemisphere had
a much clearer agenda, but tended also to ignore the urban and ethnic
bias of the most vocal part of the opposition movement in Kenya. Their
narrow human rights mandate inhibited a more comprehensive perspec-
tive on the unfolding transition process in Kenya. Outside support for
the democratization process requires the development of a broadened
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perspective beyond the narrower realm of support for a few urban-based
human rights activists. A more-inclusive approach would have to go be-
yond both the opposition’s majoritarian and KANU’s federalist proposals
and develop alternative ideas about the equal participation of different
ethnic groups in Kenyan national politics.



8 Global, state, and local intersections:
power, authority, and conflict in the Niger
Delta oil communities

Cyril I. Obi

Introduction

This chapter analyzes how transboundary formations are reflected in the
conflicts ravaging the highly volatile and militarized Niger Delta oil com-
munities. It inquires into the effects and forms of international interven-
tion, of local co-opting of discourses in international arenas, and state
mediation of global and local forces. This is an important step towards
explaining how the dialectics of international interventionism and local
governance fuel conflict in the Delta.

The conflict in the Niger Delta provides a concrete case of transbound-
ary formations as they emerge in points of conflict and alliance. This
complex terrain of conflict and social coalitions needs to be systemati-
cally “unpacked.” Such unpacking will help us interrogate some zero-sum
assumptions about the impact of globalization on the state as well as on
local conflict in Africa.

In relation to the ongoing struggles in the Niger Delta, it is possi-
ble to discern the role of four major actors/forces: the multinational
oil corporations (MNOCs); the Nigerian state; local leaders, organi-
zations, and movements; and international non-governmental organi-
zations (INGOs). With the exception of the MNOCs and, to a lesser
extent, the INGOs, these actors, particularly the state and local leaders
and movements are fractionated, and form alliances that are as complex
as they are contradictory. The reasons for this lie in a host of historical,
cultural, economic, and political factors. In the first place, the Nigerian
state is a site of constant struggles for access to power and resources, in
which those in power defend themselves at all cost, and those outside
seek entry at any cost and through any means (Ake 1996). Second, this
state is dependent on the MNOCs which produce oil (and provide oil
rents). Thus, the state’s internal dynamics dictate that it defends global
oil capital by forcefully asserting its authority and power locally. This is
in order to provide a shield behind which the state–MNOC–local part-
ners alliance will continue to share the “spoils of oil” while degrading the
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fragile ecosystem of the Niger Delta, directly threatening the livelihoods
and futures of millions of impoverished villagers. These villagers, since
the late 1980s, have thrown up resistance movements that have hit hard
at the MNOCs operating in their areas. To cite a report on the depth
of resistance, “Between January and August this year, Shell recorded
55 attacks on its installations and equipment loss of close to –N51 billion.
Total work days lost as a result of work stoppage is estimated at 103 days”
(Onanuga 1998).

On the part of the local leaders and groups, issues of power and au-
thority are central to the struggle over access to resources (oil rents). This
places local resistance forces on a collision course with the state–MNOC
alliance. But the local forces are not without their transboundary allies,
the INGOs. There is a bifurcation in the politics of oil multinationals and
those of INGOs. The MNOCs forge alliances with collaborating “lo-
cal” authorities to extract more oil from the Niger Delta, and to contain
reprisals from the forces of local resistance. The INGOs, on the other
hand, largely support the local forces of resistance in the latter’s efforts to
strengthen their claims/grievances, and earn legitimacy within the inter-
national community. The INGO–local movements alliance is mutually
empowering, even if it contains complexities and contradictions that may
weaken the capacities of local forces, in ways that will be discussed later.

Some conceptual issues

The conceptual framework of this chapter hinges on a radical and eclectic
interpretation of global environmental change. It recognizes the centrality
of a range of actors whose activities are “transterritorial” and tied to
their objective position in the “processes of accumulation, production
and reproduction central to capitalism” (Williams 1996: 41).

As the most viable source of energy, oil in globalized capitalism enriches
the transterritorial producers (and to a lesser extent their local allies).
But the inhabitants of the Niger Delta are largely alienated from the oil
produced from their lands and waters, while facing the deprivations linked
to the degradation of their ecosystem and the lack of local autonomy. The
forces of local resistance construct a collective metaphor of the victim and
mobilize their complaints along the lines of victimized ethnic minorities
to make demands on the international community. Thus, the capacity
of transnational movements to mobilize the opposing local forces along
the lines of rights or profit depends on the position of such forces in the
global political economy.

How then are the globalized relations of power relevant to the situa-
tion in the Niger Delta? In the first place, they imply that the Delta is
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transformed via capitalist (oil) relations into a local site for global ac-
cumulation in Nigeria. MNOCs are deeply immersed in the control of
resources and the environment with implications for political, economic,
and social life. In the second place, they enable us to raise the criti-
cal question as to whether globalized relations take power and authority
away from the state and local forces. As far as the struggles in the Niger
Delta show, at the level of extraction and repression, transterritorial pro-
ducers reinforce the power and authority of the state and those of local
leaders and groups aligned to it. In some cases, however, the MNOCs
have carried out state-like roles in the locale, including local patronage
and payoffs (Onishi 1999) and the provision of limited services and facil-
ities in the areas of education, agriculture, health, and water supply. On
the other hand, the INGOs have broadly empowered local forces in the
struggle against the forces of transterritorial extraction.

Like any locale, the Niger Delta is a site of the “meeting of levels”
in the contest for resources, power and authority. The minority ethnic
nationalities which inhabit the oil-bearing lands of the Delta seek to re-
assert their autonomy, and claim the land and the oil under it vis-à-vis
the contending claims of oil multinationals and the state. The ethnic mi-
nority nationalities of the oil-rich Delta are equally critical of the majority
ethnic nationalities (Hausa-Fulani, Yoruba, and Igbo) that control power
and resources at the federal level and exercise de facto control of oil rev-
enues to the exclusion of the oil minorities. The oil minorities see this
as an inequitable and unjust situation and seek an end to such “internal
colonialism” by the hegemonic ethnic groups backed up with state power.
Thus, the struggle for ethnic minority rights is deployed in the quest for
liberation from exploitation and pollution. For instance, the success of
the campaign of the Ogoni people, one of the smallest ethnic national-
ities in the Niger Delta, partly lay in the capacity of the Movement for
the Survival of Ogoni People (MOSOP) leadership in welding local dis-
courses of the survival of the Ogoni nation on to the global discourse on
the rights of indigenous peoples. The image of the Ogoni as a victimized
indigenous people, excluded from the benefits of the oil industry while
facing imminent genocide from oil pollution and repression by the mili-
tarized Nigerian state, empowered MOSOP’s appeals and complaints to
the international community. In order to reinforce its presence in inter-
national arenas, MOSOP (and some of its affiliates) opened offices in
Europe and North America. From this global “refuge” it coordinated the
local struggle on a global scale.

It is apposite to attempt to “theorize” further the concept of
“local resistance.” Indeed, the forces are not an undifferentiated whole.
They are made up of various factions, classes, interests, and ideologies,
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broadly united against a common enemy – the oil multinationals and (to a
lesser extent) the federal government. They are, however, divided along
the lines of the strategies to adopt in wresting concessions from these
“enemies.” Up to a point, the local forces are divided between those who
play the role of a “loyal opposition” to the MNOCs and the Nigerian
state in return for patronage, others who demand compensation and di-
rect rents from MNOCs, and those who challenge the legitimacy of the
state and the MNOCs and seek to exercise direct control (through ethnic
autonomy) over oil, and their oil-bearing lands.

The last, in the Ogoni case, connect the people and, the INGOs, and
appropriate global rights discourse and the “technology” of global net-
working. INGOs, in effect, empower local resistance as allies. This, in
turn, legitimizes and concretizes the relevance of the INGOs as actors in
the transnational human rights movement.

From the foregoing, the struggles involving “global-local” alliances/net
works tend to be complex, reflecting varied interests, overlaps, and con-
tradictions. Yet the forces of local resistance are clear about the need to
capture power (and exercise authority) at their locality as a basis for seek-
ing equitable distribution of oil revenues to their communities, pushing
an agenda for social justice within the Nigerian federation, and forcing
oil multinationals to conform to internationally recognized environmen-
tal standards and respect the rights of the local people.

From the global to the local: the deconstruction
of local resistance

The partnership of the Nigerian state and the MNOCs lies at the heart of
the deconstruction of local resistance. The role of the state as facilitator
for the reproduction of oil-based accumulation in Nigeria carves for it
a mediatory role in global – local relations. The multinational oil cor-
porations in the course of oil production become immersed in the local
politics of the oil-producing communities. Acting in partnership with
the state, but operating directly in the oil community, the oil com-
pany becomes “domesticated.” It is a powerful and rich “tenant” of
the impoverished communities, which despite being the “hosts” remain
largely excluded from the operations of the companies and the distribu-
tion of benefits accruing from oil. The Niger Delta, while hosting the
sophisticated MNOCs, is paradoxically one of the poorest regions of
Nigeria. Most of the oil communities lack electricity, piped water, and
basic infrastructure. There is virtually no development, with the people
torn between a life of subsistence and the stark reality of unemployment.
Worse still, these pauperized villagers bear the full costs of pollution and
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degradation arising from oil production. In some instances, the MNOCs
directly “govern,” in the sense of exercising power and allocating re-
sources in the oil-producing communities, patronizing local chiefs and
opinion leaders, and influencing some of the decisions of local authorities.

The history of the extractive and polluting activities of multinational oil
corporations (particularly Shell) in Nigeria is well known and will not be
repeated here (see Obi 1997; also Niboro 1997). Suffice it to say that this
has been facilitated by a legal framework which vests the ownership of all
land (and oil) in the federal government. It also provides that the federal
government is a joint-venture partner to the oil multinationals operating
Nigeria’s most lucrative oil wells in a context where state regulation of
environmental standards and safety is inadequate. Due to the headstart
Shell had over other MNOCs operating in Nigeria (Soremekun and Obi
1993), with the most widespread operations in the Niger Delta, pumping
out close to half of Nigeria’s total daily oil production and exports, it
has faced the brunt of, and suffered immense losses arising from, the
growing protests in the region. In the same way, local resistance in the
Niger Delta has targeted Shell as the biggest and most visible operator,
and a major symbol of wealth and power, backed by the state. This has
opened up a global front (when Shell and the state ignored local demands
for restitution and compensation), while Shell deploys its huge resources
toward neutralizing the forces of local resistance.

The strategic issues for Shell include ensuring the local order nec-
essary to continue its extractive (and polluting) activities and protect-
ing its corporate reputation, particularly in Europe and North America
(thus protecting the company from international protests and hostility).
Shell has worked hard to protect its image from damaging reports ex-
posing the details of its exploitative and ecologically devastating activi-
ties in the Niger Delta. A great deal of energy has been directed against
such reports by denying outright that they are true and publicizing huge
sums spent by Shell on community development in the Delta. Shell’s
spokespersons have addressed press conferences in which Shell’s cor-
porate image is properly packaged and articulated. Other strategies in-
clude publicizing Shell’s losses arising from violent protests and acts of
sabotage.

Shell, Chevron, and other oil companies are also involved in the patron-
age of some state-appointed traditional rulers, local elite, and elders in the
local communities,1 and sponsoring of Western journalists on specially

1 Local information in this chapter is drawn from interviews conducted by the author be-
tween December 1997 and August 2000 under conditions of anonymity with two groups
of actors in the Niger Delta: activists and MNOC community relations officials in Nigeria
and the United Kingdom.
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packaged tours of the Niger Delta to “see things for themselves.” They
have also resorted to the hiring of high-flyer public relations consul-
tants and environmental advisors to polish their image and strengthen
their Nigerian community relations component. In relation to the hu-
man rights situation in the Delta, the MNOCs continue to insist that
they cannot be held liable for the actions and non-actions of the Nigerian
state and the military. However, since the execution of nine Ogoni ac-
tivists in 1995 and the damage to Shell’s image locally and globally,
the company has begun to restructure its community development pro-
gram to allow for a measure of community participation, working di-
rectly or with development agencies, INGOs, NGOs, and some local
community-based cooperatives. But it must be noted that this new direc-
tion is still at its infancy and is still subsumed in the logic of “community
relations.”

In relation to the dialectics of local governance, oil multinationals
have continued to back state repression of local protests and resistance
(Rowell, 1996a: 282–451; see also Rowell 1996b; Boele 1995). Shell’s
links with the dreaded Rivers State Internal Security Task Force, which
has since 1994 been violently “pacifying” Ogoniland, have been re-
vealed (Robinson 1996). Its connections with some local leaders act as
a lever for the classic “divide and rule” tactics of truncating the forces
of local resistance. The local allies of MNOCs are rewarded with gifts,
lucrative contracts, positions in the oil companies or government,
and logistical support for special projects and assignments designed
to bolster their relevance and authority within the arena of local
politics.

From the foregoing, it is clear that, rather than change, the oil multi-
nationals largely prefer to keep their transaction costs down, and ride
roughshod over the human and environmental rights of the people of
the Delta. They try to ensure that the true dimensions of the ecological
damage are kept away from observers so that the reputation of MNOCs
in Africa is not damaged.

With the Nigerian state being largely excluded from the actual pro-
duction of oil, and reduced to a collector of oil rents, its dependence
on MNOCs means that mediation is broadly a function of two phenom-
ena: state weakness vis-à-vis the MNOCs and divisions within the ruling
class, which mean the hegemonic faction is fragile, while paradoxically
appearing strong. Both combine to define local resistance as subversion,
to be crushed by the state.

But, as mentioned, there has also been direct MNOC involvement
in local governance, unmediated by the state. This occurs especially in
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the area of community development. However, the impact of this on the
Delta is unfortunately comparable to little drops of water in an ocean of
poverty.

The entire Niger Delta has been militarized to provide the oil multina-
tionals the law and order (security) necessary to produce oil, while com-
plaints (demands) have been ignored, protests violently crushed, villages
sacked, and thousands killed, exiled, or displaced by armed
troops. Indeed, matters came to a head in the Ogoni tragedy of November
10, 1995, when Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight other MOSOP leaders were
hanged, after being found guilty by a tribunal of inciting a mob to murder
four (allegedly pro-state) prominent Ogoni leaders.

These executions – which were condemned around the world as illegal
as the verdicts resulted from a tribunal that fell short of internationally
recognized standards of a fair trial (Birnbaum 1995) – failed, however, to
ensure victory for militarized state mediation as events in the Delta since
1995 clearly show (Human Rights Watch 1999).

It is necessary to dwell, albeit briefly, on how some government
institutions were deployed against local resistance. At all levels, the resis-
tance groups were denied access and representation. Even when
delegations of federal government toured the Delta in 1993 and 1994,
and the MOSOP leadership was invited to Abuja, the federal capital,
in 1994, it was essentially to explore federal possibilities of co-opting
the leadership of local resistance. When this failed, that leadership was
marked for elimination. Two past decrees were significant in charting
the historical course of this action: the Treason and Treasonable Of-
fences Decree of 1993, which branded ethnic minority agitation for self-
determination an offence punishable by death, and the Rivers State 1994
Special Tribunal (Offences Relating to Civil Disturbances) Edict, under
the Civil Disturbances (Special Tribunal) Decree of 1987, which ousted
the jurisdiction of normal courts and granted the power of appeal to the
Provisional Ruling Council (PRC) of the federal military government. It
was under this decree that the “Ogoni nine” were tried, found guilty, and
executed.

Militarized mediation dialectically strengthened the radical arm of
local leadership. With formal structures of power and authority closed
to them, they established parallel structures of “loyalty, governance, and
representation,” became militant, with youth factions in the vanguard,
branding the colluding elite and leaders as traitors to be scorned, or in
extreme cases attacked.

Even within the state–MNOC alliance, there are contradictions, for
in some ways the oil multinationals are no match for the Nigerian state.
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At certain conjunctures, the state is treated with contempt, passed off
as inefficient for failing to provide basic infrastructure and services in
the Niger Delta,2 and blamed for the problems the oil multinationals are
facing in the oil communities. Yet the fact that the Nigerian state provides
access to high-quality, cheap petroleum with little regulation provides
the oil multinationals with immense profits. Whatever reservations the
officials in the field may have, these pale into insignificance in the face of
successive impressive annual revenues.

The oil multinationals actively engage local structures of power and
nurture a client class of contractors, informants, and local leaders to
smooth over their operations. However, such clients are increasingly hav-
ing their authority challenged and undermined in the face of the
radicalization of local movements. It has become more expensive to pro-
tect these clients, especially as their legitimacy in certain local commu-
nities wears thin in the face of their inability to persuade the state and
MNOCs to address adequately the grievances of the people. These clients
are seen either as self-serving leaders or, in extreme cases, as traitors,
to be either defied or punished. In some of these communities, tra-
ditional chiefs are “tried” and “exiled” by militant youth movements,
who increasingly exercise (alternative) power and authority in the com-
munity, and even confront MNOCs and state security forces in their
locality.

In order to reverse the trend, in which legitimacy, power, and author-
ity were slipping out of the hands of these client-chiefs, the Nigerian
state has poured more troops into the Delta. Some elders/chiefs are
now struggling hard to retain their legitimacy and relevance, even to
the extent of opposing the militarization of the Delta and offering to
act as mediators between the protest forces and the state–MNOC al-
liance. The reaction of the protest forces across the Delta to such
offers ranges from cautious cooperation, to suspicion and outright
rejection.

Thus, the forces of transterritorial extraction that forge links with
client structures of power, as well as some local NGOs and individu-
als, clash with the forces of local protest (which in turn have support
from their international allies). It is this violent engagement that defines
the ongoing conflicts in the Delta. As the tensions escalate, the possi-
bilities of local order continue to erode, resulting in more violence and
the episodic disruptions of the global extraction of oil from the Niger
Delta.

2 Interviews, 1997, 1998 (Nigeria).
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International arenas, transnational discourses,
and local protest

It is necessary to note the relevance of the openings offered by the end
of the Cold War in the late 1980s. These openings, such as the promi-
nence given to the need to uphold minority rights or the rights of indige-
nous peoples by organizations such as the European Union, the United
Nations, and some INGOs in Europe and North America, provided a
platform for the internationalization and legitimization of the struggle of
the Niger Delta ethnic minorities. It would seem that the activities of
INGOs in supporting democratic/opposition groups in the Third World
are perhaps shaped by a neo-liberal multiparty/democratic framework
which seeks to universalize the values of democracy through an empha-
sis on human, environmental, and group rights. Other INGOs showed
more specialization, with some focusing on humanitarian, conservation,
and environmental issues. Altogether, these INGOs have constituted “as-
sociational allies,” and facilitators of resistance in the Niger Delta. They
rarely do so uniformly, and in a few cases they actually weaken local
protest efforts by imposing agendas on groups seeking their support. In
such cases, donor funds or projects have provoked internal struggles over
distribution, goals, and priorities.

The INGOs offered a nice handle with which groups such as MOSOP,
the Chikoko Movement (CM), and the Ijaw Youth Council (IYC) have
strengthened local struggles. Operating across borders, and without ob-
vious state control, INGOs have supported the campaigns of oppressed
groups, providing them with platforms and resources to lobby, protest,
and bring their plight to the attention of the people and parliaments of the
industrially advanced states. It is expected that these will in turn pressure
their home governments and the citizens to call the Nigerian state and
the MNOCs to account.

With regards to networking with INGOs, MOSOP was perhaps the
earliest local group in the Delta to connect with these transnational or-
ganizations (Obi 1999; see also Saro-Wiwa 1995). What is, however,
fundamental to this study is how the forces of local resistance have repre-
sented their grievances, the strategies of networking, and how they mo-
bilize forces in the quest for power over the oil-rich locality.

The foregoing can be located in some of the strategies of MOSOP,
and more recently, Chikoko and the IYC. Right from its beginning in
1991, MOSOP claimed to represent the liberation of Ogoni people from
decades of exploitation, pollution, and voicelessness. The Ogoni Bill of
Rights (OBR), which was presented to the federal government of Nigeria
by Ken Saro-Wiwa in his capacity as president of the Ogoni Central
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Union in 1990, involved the widest consultations with all sections of
Ogoni society. MOSOP established grassroots support for the belief that
the struggle for self-determination, compensation, and control of the oil-
rich Ogoni territory was morally correct and just. The OBR received
local legitimacy when it was endorsed with the signatures of most Ogoni
traditional rulers and leaders. It was translated into the Ogoni dialects
and understood by the villagers. MOSOP became the umbrella organi-
zation of the various Ogoni interest groups: Federation of Ogoni Women
Associations (FOWA), National Youth Council of Ogoni People (NY-
COP), Council of Ogoni Churches (COC), Council of Ogoni Profes-
sionals (COP), Council of Ogoni Traditional Rulers (COTRA), National
Union of Ogoni Students (NUOS), Ogoni Students Union (OSU), Ogoni
Teachers Union (OTU), and Ogoni Central Union (OCU) (Barikor-
Wiwa 1996).

In 1991, MOSOP mobilized the local populace not only to expand
the demands made in the OBR, but also to receive popular authoriza-
tion to internationalize the Ogoni struggle. It took the Ogoni case to
the Unrepresented Nations and Peoples Organization (UNPO) at The
Hague in 1992, and helped produce documentaries on Shell’s environ-
mental activities in Ogoniland. A great deal was done to promote the
Ogoni cause. This involved protests against Shell and the Nigerian state,
and other activities coordinated by the highest decision-making organs
of MOSOP: the executive and the steering committee. In terms of its
relations to other movements in the Delta, MOSOP efforts to provide
leadership for a pan-Delta effort of local resistance petered out as a re-
sult of a host of historical reasons, ethnic, ideological, and personality
differences.

As a “minority within minorities,” the Ogoni were discriminated
against by the larger ethnic minorities in the Delta in the intra-elite
squabbles for power and resources. Such large groups (such as the Ijaw)
were unwilling to accept Ogoni “leadership.” The 1993–1994 clashes be-
tween the Ogoni and their neighbors – Andoni, Okrika, and Ndoki – were
covertly instigated by the Nigerian military, which had infiltrated these
communities with the intention of subverting the MOSOP struggle.

Offering the Ogoni masses the opportunity to participate directly in
decision-making and providing them with a platform to voice their
grievances, MOSOP became an alternative source of power and author-
ity for local forces. This partly explains the determination of the state and
Shell (and their local allies) to crush the MOSOP “revolution” and set it
as an example to other restive groups in the Niger Delta. Yet MOSOP has
continued to enjoy broad support among the Ogoni, representing their
interests at local and global levels, while the MOSOP example has spread
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to the Ijaw ethnic group, with the IYC fiercely engaging the state and the
oil companies operating across the Delta.

MOSOP has not been without its own internal contradictions, being
divided into three broad factions: the conservatives/elite/moderates, the
radicalized youth/peasantry/women, and the vigilantes. It is important
to note that these are more “analytic categories” designed to address the
Ogoni struggle and illustrate how the widening of the cleavages within the
struggle has had severe consequences for the movement since 1994. It is
equally important to note the rather fluid nature of these factions and the
ways is which actors move from one to the other, based on disagreements
over goals, tactics, and leadership styles.

Within the conservatives, there were those who were clearly pro-state
and pro-Shell as they were direct beneficiaries of patronage, contracts,
and protection, and thus were labeled as sell-outs, traitors, or “vultures.”
There were those who believed that MOSOP was “spinning out of con-
trol,” and its politics undermining long-valued norms of respect for tradi-
tion, moderation, seniority, and age, with younger radical leaders exclud-
ing or demonizing all those who disagreed with MOSOP’s tactics. The
radicalized groups on the other hand (NYCOP and FOWA played promi-
nent roles) believed that a social revolution based on self-determination
and social justice was possible with total commitment, courage, and sac-
rifice. They allowed little room for doubt, disagreement, or indeed com-
promise once the “majority” had reached a decision. It was the cleavages
between the conservatives and the radicals that were exploited by the state
– Shell alliance to undermine MOSOP. This took different forms: repres-
sion of the activists, ample support of the conservatives, disinformation
on both sides, fanning of the embers of hatred, distrust, and anger, and
the infiltration of the ranks of the radicals by paid agents programmed to
inform on and subvert them from within.

The vigilantes on the other hand were made up of extremist elements
or agents provocateurs who took the law into their own hands, holding
summary trials (and allegedly in some cases executions), effecting the
banishment of “vultures,” and setting up illegal road blocks or manhunts
for traitors. Their style was largely violent, illegal, and often condemned
by MOSOP (Obi 1997). Yet the activities of the vigilantes, among other
factors, provided a pretext for the military occupation of Ogoniland from
1994, in order to restore “law and order”.

As the cleavages within MOSOP widened, and the basis for compro-
mise wore thin, the movement became increasingly vulnerable. Since
MOSOP lacked strong ties to neighboring oil communities or social
movements in the Niger Delta region, it was relatively easy for Shell and
the Nigerian state to work against the Ogoni revolution.
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In terms of representation in local formal structures, the state ensured
that radical MOSOP members or sympathizers were excluded from par-
ticipating in state governance. Denied access, MOSOP operated largely
outside these structures. As such, in the heat of the struggle a zero-sum
relationship developed between those who accepted the power and au-
thority of MOSOP and those who recognized the power and authority
of state structures. This zero-sum context provided fertile ground for the
hegemony of the radical faction of MOSOP, driving the most conserva-
tive elements to seek the “protection” of the state–Shell coalition. The
latter exploited these cleavages to undo the “MOSOP revolution.”

The chain of events starting with the disagreements arising over the
decision to boycott the June 1993 presidential elections resulted in the
resignation of the president and vice-president of MOSOP and the as-
sumption of those positions by the radicals, led by Ken Saro-Wiwa. This
culminated in the murder of four “conservatives” by a mob on May 24,
1994 and set the stage for the military siege of the Ogoni and the hanging
on November 10, 1995 of nine MOSOP leaders, which thus eliminated
an entire generation of the leadership of the Ogoni movement.

MOSOP’s strategies for entering international arenas

The insertion of the Ogoni cause into the global rights agenda from 1991
underscored the Ogoni people’s success in waging one of the most so-
phisticated struggles against the excesses of the oil companies. MOSOP
strengthened their case, and won the support of significant sections of
the INGO community to the cause of local resistance.

In the face of the non-response of the Nigerian government and Shell
to Ogoni demands, MOSOP took the struggle to the global level, with
its strategy of putting international pressure on the Nigerian state and
turning the heat on Shell in its own home, Europe, exposing it as a vi-
olator of the rights of an indigenous people, the Ogoni, who had been
excluded from the benefits of the oil industry and whose lands and wa-
ters were being poisoned by oil pollution. Shell was chosen because of
its vulnerability as the largest onshore operator in the Niger Delta, the
fact that it had enormous wealth in the midst of abject poverty in the
oil communities, and its symbiotic relationship with the Nigerian state,
among other reasons. It was hoped that once Shell capitulated, a domino
effect would occur within the ranks of other oil multinationals and force
the state to respond to the demands of the oil minorities.

MOSOP’s first port of call was the Unrepresented Nations and
Peoples Organization in The Hague in 1992. Here the Ogoni case
was presented to the world, as that of an indigenous people facing
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imminent ecocide/genocide at the hands of Shell and the Nigerian state.
It provided Ken Saro-Wiwa with the opportunity to network with INGOs
involved in the area of rights – human and environmental – and helped
MOSOP establish the necessary contacts, strategies, and alliances, for
“globalizing” its struggle (Obi 1999). UNPO thus became the early global
platform for legitimizing Ogoni local resistance and immersing it in the
global rights “community.” In the same year, the MOSOP presented its
case to the United Nations Working Group on Indigenous Peoples. On
January 4, 1993 MOSOP organized a peaceful rally against Shell and the
state. This demonstration involved over 250,000 Ogoni people as part of
the celebration of the United Nations Year of Indigenous People. Since
then, every January 4 has been marked as Ogoni day, thus transforming a
global statement into a local idiom for the cause of Ogoni freedom. The
United Nations Human Rights Commission later became interested in
the Ogoni struggle, and was to set up a fact finding mission, which toured
Ogoniland after the 1995 hangings.

MOSOP’s “complaints” were well packaged for the global audience,
through networking with human and environmental rights INGOs such
as Amnesty International, FIAN International, Human Rights Watch
Africa, Article 19, Inter-rights, the Body Shop, Greenpeace, Friends of
the Earth, and others (Skogley 1997) (see Table 1 below). The image
of the Ogoni, as a victimized minority ethnic nationality, an indigenous
people denied its rights, discriminated against by the big ethnic groups,
faced with extinction, and confronted by the combined might of Shell
(a global oil giant) and the authoritarian Nigerian state, strengthened
MOSOPs appeals to the international community. It also formed the ba-
sis for networking with the INGOs and activists based in the West, who
“adopted” the Ogoni struggle, completing the circuit of the connection
of the local to the global.

The use of modern communications technology in the globalizing of
Ogoni resistance was critical. Computers, the Internet, telephones, and
fax machines were essential elements in informing the world about the
excesses of the state–Shell alliance and in representing it in visual form.
Contacts were speedily arranged and the shortening of distances also
enhanced the capacity of INGO missions to visit, experience firsthand,
and report on the situation in Ogoniland. At the same time, MOSOP
activists were able to give lectures all over the world, attend workshops,
and address politicians, parliaments, and pressure groups in order to win
them over to the side of the forces of local protest.

The role of the media, Nigerian as well as foreign, in popularizing
the Ogoni struggle cannot be overemphasized. The Ogoni campaign was
promoted through widely circulated reports in the leading newspapers
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and news magazines in Europe and North America. Television stations
and networks beamed the “ecological violations” against the Ogoni to
shocked audiences across the world. Examples include documentaries
such as “The Heat of the Moment,” “Delta Force,” and “Drilling Fields.”
In one program, Bop Van Dessel, Shell’s former head of environmental
studies in Nigeria, confirmed Shell’s complicity in damaging the Niger
Delta’s fragile ecosystem: “they were not meeting their own standards,
they were not meeting international standards. Any Shell site I saw was
polluted. It is clear to me that Shell was devastating the area” (quoted in
Clothier and O’Conner 1996).

From the foregoing, the “globalizing” of the MOSOP campaign turned
the heat on Shell and the Nigerian state, while popularizing the cause
of the Ogoni. MOSOP, empowered by the support abroad for its local
claims, confronted the state, and especially Shell, head on, forcing Shell to
abandon operations in Ogoniland after 1993. Even after the militarization
of the Delta by the state, the execution of some MOSOP leaders in 1995,
and the displacement or forcing into exile of thousands more, the state is
still far from enforcing law and order in the Niger Delta. The “MOSOP
revolution” has been counting its gains and losses, amid efforts to heal
the deep cleavages in the movement. Developments since the death of
Nigerian military strongman General Sanni Abacha in June 1998 have
contributed to a slight loosening of the military siege on Ogoniland.

On September 4, 1998, the “Ogoni nineteen” were freed on the orders
of a Port Harcourt High Court, four years after they were arrested and
detained, and after a sustained local and international campaign for their
release from the harrowing conditions under which they were held. Since
then some MOSOP leaders have returned from exile to coordinate the
struggle, which is rather unfortunately immersed in factional politics –
this time involving a group led by Ledum Mittee, MOSOP’s president
(the sole survivor of the Justice Auta Tribunal which sentenced the nine
Ogoni activists to death in 1995), and a rival faction led by Dr. Owens
Wiwa, the late Ken Saro-Wiwa’s younger brother. Chikoko, the IYC,
both factions of MOSOP, and other rights movements in the Delta have
sites on the Internet, through which they promote their international
campaigns against the Nigerian state and the MNOCs.3

While there is a reduced tempo in the Ogoni campaign, as a result of
continued repression and factional struggles within MOSOP which have
led to the confusion of both local and global supporters of Ogoni resis-
tance, the struggles in the Delta have spread and have continued to reach

3 For example, http://www.oneworld.org/mosop, http://www.mosopcanada.org, and http://
www.oneworld.org/delta.
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Table 8.1 A selection of INGOs networking with rights groups in the Niger
Delta

Africa Policy Information Centre Netherlands Committee of the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature

BookAid International Project Underground
Both Ends Rainforest Action Network
Delta Sierra Club
Friends of the Earth International Trocaire
Human Rights Watch World Council of Churches

Sources: Fieldwork, interviews, and NGO reports/newsletters.

out into international arenas. Other resistance movements have come to
the fore. For the purpose of this study, we shall mention four. These are
Environmental Rights Action (ERA); the Niger Delta Human and Envi-
ronmental Rescue Organization (ND-HERO); the Chikoko Movement
(CM); and the IYC, which in December 1998 launched the Kaiama
Declaration. This contained a list of demands to MNOCs and the federal
government, which, if they did not meet them, would face forceful expul-
sion from the Ijaw-controlled parts of the Niger Delta. These resistance
movements are working with some of the INGOs listed in Table 8.1.

Drawing lessons from the MOSOP experience, the other protest move-
ments have concentrated on raising the level of awareness of the local pop-
ulation. They have also worked with people in the areas of community
empowerment, resource management, and compensation to strengthen
organizational capacities in relation to the demands made in the course of
their struggle. Apart from documentation and collection of information,
these groups inform the world of occurrences in the Delta and organize
campaigns against the violation of such rights. Through vertical network-
ing (see Schmitz this volume) they have kept the campaigns against Shell
alive, resulting in pressures on the company and the boycott of its prod-
ucts in some countries in the West.

Within the Delta itself, the Environment Rights Action (ERA), es-
tablished in 1993, which also networks with Chikoko and the IYC, is
involved in several projects with INGO support. These include commu-
nity resource development projects in Anyama, Sangana, and Okoroba,
and a proposed one in Olugbobiri (information from author interviews
in Nigeria in 1997). A few INGOs working with participatory develop-
ment models are a new trend in the Delta. This is a departure from
the technical, wasteful, top-down community development programs of
the MNOCs. It is interesting to note that some MNOCs are linking up
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with these INGOs, NGOs/community-based organizations (CBOs), and
protest movements to co-partner community-owned and designed de-
velopment projects (there have been a few of these scattered across the
Delta since 1996).

The ERA is also involved in the collation and dissemination of infor-
mation about the state of human and environmental rights in the Niger
Delta, the activities of Shell and other petroleum companies, and the hu-
man and environmental rights implications of the actions or inactions of
the central and state governments in the Niger Delta. These activities are
carried out in the field, and also through the Delta Information Service
(DIS) and its monthly publication, Niger Delta Alert. While ERA is an
arm of the Civil Liberties Organization (a national human rights NGO),
its Delta-specific focus hinges upon “the defense of human ecosystems
within the context of human rights” (ERA/Friends of the Earth Nigeria
1998a, 1998b, 1998c, 1999a, 1999b). The ERA is a member of the
African Forest Action Network (AFAN) and an associate of Friends of
the Earth International (FOEI) and serves as the coordinating NGO of
the OilWatch Network in Africa. As noted earlier, ERA also has close ties
with and support from some of the INGOs identified in Table 1.

Despite limits to horizontal networking (see Schmitz this volume) in
the past, the beginnings of a pan-Delta network of local protest can be
seen in the Chikoko Movement (CM), which was launched on August
17, 1997 at Aleibiri, in Bayelsa state. Chikoko is a mass organization of
the ethnic minorities of the Niger Delta seeking to defend their rights, as
well as confronting their oppressors. Its launch was reportedly attended
by over 10,000 people including representatives of rights groups such
as the Democratic Alternative (DA), ERA, OilWatch, MOSOP, and the
Movement for Reparations to Ogbia (MORETO), as well as women’s,
youth, and community representatives from other parts of the Delta.

What the CM seeks to forge is a unifying platform for an emanci-
patory pan-Delta project on the basis of social justice, equity, ethnic
identity, and democracy. In a sense, it seeks to elevate the struggle in
the Delta to include all the ethnic nationalities, and to put the issues of
self-determination and control of resources on the front burner of national
and global discourse (author interviews in Nigeria, 1997 and 1998).

Chikoko also seeks the political restructuring of Nigeria into a
federation of ethnic nationalities based on the people’s right to self-
determination, equity, and access to resources. This implies ethnic groups
should control natural resources and be free to negotiate the terms of their
membership of the Nigerian federation. The same logic of local (grass-
roots) autonomy is extended to the realm of the traditional authorities,
who are scared of the militant youth movements of the Niger Delta and
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who often rely on the state and the oil companies for their personal se-
curity and comfort (author interviews).

While a note of caution must be sounded to the effect that the drive
toward a pan-Delta network of local resistance is not altogether smooth,
beset by its own internal contradictions and complexities, Chikoko has
none the less begun to be successful in connecting its local struggles with
global discourses on rights and democratization in the ways described
above for individual organizations.

As an intrinsic part of their struggles, the social movements of the Niger
Delta challenging the state have linked up with the national-democratic
movement within Nigeria. The Ijaw Youth Council, Isoko National Youth
Movement, Oron National Forum, Egi Youth Organization, Ogoni Sol-
idarity Movement (an affiliate of MOSOP), Chikoko, O’odua Peoples
Congress, and the Pan Igbo Youth Council among others have formed
the Coalition for Self-Determination (COSED), which is pushing for
self-determination for the ethnic nationalities of the Niger Delta, and
the institution of a national government based on a Sovereign National
Conference involving the elected representatives of all ethnic and interest
groups with the aim of restructuring the Nigerian federation (COSED
1999).

There is no doubt that since 1995 there has been a radicalization of
local resistance in the Niger Delta. While the discourse of resistance is
not anticapitalist, the politics of the leadership of the social movements
is basically radical, challenging the inequities spawned by the oil capital
in the region. The use of rights discourses – environmental and human –
supports both immediate goals and long-term political ones. For the
movements are as concerned about the safety of their fragile ecosystem as
they are about the defense of their rights as a people. To cite a part of the
Chikoko statement, “now is the time to reclaim our destiny and human-
ity. We must defend our ecosystem and means of subsistence from further
devastation and looting” (Chikoko 1997; see also Chikoko 1999). Unless
the state–MNOC alliance responds to demands for the employment of
indigenes of oil communities, compensation for pollution and damage
of economic crops, provision of basic services, and a fairer distribution
of oil incomes, these local movements are ready to block oil production
in the Niger Delta. At certain junctures, however, the conservation and
compensation considerations contradict each other (even if this is not
immediately obvious).

There is also the realization across the grassroots in the Niger Delta that
an emancipatory project, while including “material and social justice ob-
jectives,” must involve a radical restructuring of the Nigerian federation
with emphasis on the respect of rights of ethnic minority nationalities,
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democracy, and local autonomy for the nationalities of the Niger Delta.
While not being directly involved in the provision of basic or social ser-
vices in the Delta, the forces of local resistance acting with INGOs and
local NGOs have carried out some community development projects in
the Delta: micro-credit finance and savings schemes, natural resource
management, conservation, and income-generating activities. Consider-
ing the swampy and difficult terrain of the Delta, provision of infrastruc-
ture and services is a very costly venture beyond the present resources
of these local groups, hence the premium placed on an increased share
of oil revenues, and payment of reparations and compensation for the
exploitation and degradation of their lands by the MNOCs.

There is no doubt that the organizational capacities of the forces of
local resistance in the Niger Delta have grown since 1995. Rather than
following the Ogoni example which led to the heavy local costs of a state-
led pacification via military occupation and repression, with the aim of
frightening other communities into submission, this resistance has fed
into covert, militant action by other groups in the Delta, especially among
the Ijaw, Urhobo, Oron, Egi, and Isoko. While “globalizing” their strug-
gles, they have been representing their claims and grievances through the
use, among other things, of protest and “guerrilla” tactics in blocking
MNOC oil installations or waging local wars such as the Ijaw – Itsekiri
fracas in which youth “forces” have fought a bloody “oil war” in 1997,
1998, and 1999. Protesting Ijaw villagers have been fired upon by troops,
as in the case of the Parabe incident in May 1999, the invasion of Ijaw
communities in January 1999, and the destruction of Odi in November
1999. The joint operations of Nigerian police, army, navy, and security
forces remain directed at forcefully lifting the siege on the MNOCs and
oil installations in the Niger Delta.

In August 1998, “armed villagers forced Shell to suspend exports at
both the Bonny and Forcados oil terminals . . . in all both Shell and Agip
could not export close to one million barrels of oil, out of Nigeria’s quota
of two million daily” (Onanuga 1998). The virtual shutdown of about
half of Nigeria’s oil export capacity for weeks (bringing it down to its
lowest level since 1995) by the forces of local protest and the renewed
military operations by government (even while giving notice of inten-
tions to introduce “reforms”) offer little hope of a respite in the short
to medium term (Economist Intelligence Unit 1999: 29). It is quite
clear that MNOCs’ old tactics and those of the state are becoming more
costly, amid the rising incidence of acts of violent protest against them.
Yet it is still unclear how effective the Chikoko Movement is in its pan-
Delta drive. An unresolved point is the suspicion that Chikoko may yet
be a ploy for Ijaw ethnic hegemony over other minorities in the Delta.
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Some also believe that the MOSOP leadership is more “battle-tested”
and experienced. There is also the problem of Chikoko’s being eclipsed
by the militancy of the Ijaw Youth Congress and other militant groups
currently engaging the oil companies and federal forces in an “oil war”
in the Niger Delta. Beyond this, Chikoko is faced with the complexity
and ethno-cultural diversity of the Delta, the problem of the logistics of
mobilizing people across the difficult terrain of the region and the pres-
ence of the formidable forces of the state–MNOC alliance. However,
through its networking with other resistance youth movements in the
Niger Delta and beyond, the Chikoko is overcoming some of the initial
limitations.

In addition, some cracks have been noticed in the INGO movement
vis-à-vis local protest in the Niger Delta. Some INGOs have “dropped”
the Ogoni campaign, moving on to other “hot” global concerns, or losing
interest following the execution of the charismatic, well-known writer and
Ogoni rights campaigner, Ken Saro-Wiwa. Others have diversified their
support by adopting other resistance movements in the Delta. However,
other INGOs are reportedly penetrating the local by engaging in com-
munity development projects covertly funded by MNOCs (and overtly
by donors).

The contradictions within local movements (and even the INGOs)
without doubt reduce the capabilities of the forces of local resistance.
Local movements to some extent are dogged by leadership crises, insti-
tutional weaknesses, disagreements over principles and tactics, and the
activities of “professional activists” who seem to be keener on making a
career of seeking compensation from MNOCs, attracting resources from
donors, and reaping the material benefits of “global” activism, than the
defense of the rights of the people. This to some extent has caused con-
fusion and divisions in the ranks of local protest movements.

At the same time the militants are growing increasingly numerous and
confident of their ability to outwit state forces either through guerrilla-
like operations in the maze of creeks and swamps of the Niger Delta or by
bringing global pressures to bear on the state–MNOC alliance. This is not
in any way to downplay the major strides recorded in the advancement of
local movements in the Niger Delta, but to note that, rather than being a
straightforward or linear process, it is largely driven by its own dialectic,
in a zigzag, backward–forward motion. But on the whole, the forces of
local protest have developed the capacity to block extraction and draw
global attention and resources to their cause.

Before going further, it is apposite to capture the difference that
Nigeria’s return to democracy since May 1999 has made to local – global
junctures and the volatile relations between major actors in the Niger
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Delta. The democratic opening has reduced the level of the militarization
of the region, even if extra-judicial killings and rights violations are yet
to stop (author interviews; see also Esparza and Wilson 1999). Local
movements and INGOs now operate freely and continue to engage the
state–MNOC alliance which has not changed in any fundamental man-
ner. Local resistance forces still deploy “the collective metaphor of the
victim” in attracting global support to their claims. This, together with
an alarming wave of sabotages of petroleum product pipelines, abduc-
tion of company staff, shut-down of oil installations, and tragic pipeline
explosions leading to many villagers in the poverty-stricken Delta either
being burnt to death or gravely injured (New York Times 2000), continues
to draw global attention.

Exploiting the window of opportunity opened up by democracy, the
Nigerian state has started to engage the Niger Delta through other (non-
violent) means. A development board – the Niger Delta Development
Commission (NDDC) – has been established, after some bickering be-
tween the federal executive and legislature, to address the growth issues in
the troubled region. Apart from this, the derivation principle of revenue
allocation has been increased from one to 13 percent to the advantage of
the state governments of the Niger Delta, providing increased oil funds
for developmental purposes. Yet both initiatives remain controversial and
their effectiveness limited. The federal executive and the legislature are
yet to settle the gray areas in the NDDC Act, after it was passed into
law (without the president’s assent). Thus, the commission is yet to fully
take off, even though a measure of progress has been recorded in get-
ting the senate to approve most of the president’s nominees to the board
and management of the NNDC. Additionally, the oil-producing states
of the Niger Delta protest what they allege is the non-implementation
of the 13 percent derivation formula by the federal government which
continues to hold on to half of the derivation funds. On the part of the
social movements of the Niger Delta, nothing short of local autonomy
and total resource (oil) control would satisfy their demands; hence they
remain unimpressed by the reforms being introduced by the democratic
regime (author interview 2000).

Conclusion

The Nigerian case is illustrative of the issue of how the state still matters
even when transboundary networks, arenas, and deployments become in-
tensified. If anything, the Nigerian state has found new mediation roles by
enforcing order and extraction at the local level. The centrality of the state
under the conditions described above in the Niger Delta clearly shows
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the danger in some of the zero-sum assumptions about how globalization
renders the state an irrelevant actor.

It must be pointed out, however, that the task of freeing the Delta from
the contradictions spawned by global oil capital is a very difficult one, but
the chances can be enhanced if the oil multinationals and the Nigerian
state agree to be fair and transparent in their dealings with the people of
the oil-bearing communities. Yet the capacity of the hegemonic forces of
globalized oil capital to resist change must not be underestimated. In the
same vein, the strategic and vital interests of the G-7 countries in cheap
and steady supplies of oil (and gas) cannot be simply wished away.

There is no doubt that the intersections of the global, national, and
local are significant for the struggles over power and authority in the
Niger Delta. It would seem that the emancipation of the Delta would
be enhanced by a unified global campaign connected to a local demo-
cratic one, defined by the rights of the people, on the basis of a co-equal
partnership.

Ultimately, the possibilities of conflict resolution and the protection of
the oil-rich Delta environment lie in the organizational capacity of the
social movements of local protest to protect their rights and represent
interests in ways that constructively engage international actors in the
project of building a people-centered democratic project in Nigeria. But
both local and global actors must learn, through struggle, to deal with
the Nigerian state and the networks of globalized capital, which remain
resolute to crush any opposition to the extraction of petroleum and gas –
the vital propellants of capitalism in the era of globalization.
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9 How sovereignty matters: international
markets and the political economy of local
politics in weak states

William Reno

Where do local power and authority lie in Africa when formal bureaucratic
state institutions are either very weak or non-existent? At first glance, it
seems that in Africa’s worst-off states, places such as Nigeria, Congo,
Liberia, and Sierra Leone, rulers cannot control associates, much less
shape societies and economies within their borders. “Some states,” writes
Christopher Clapham (1996: 273), “have been so thoroughly privatized
as to differ little from territories controlled by warlords.” In Nigeria, for
example, private groups even collect taxes, generating complaints that
state officials ally with armed brigands to extort money from citizens for
purely private gain (Olarewaju 1998: 16). Misrule and politicians’ failure
to satisfy even minimal popular expectations can lead to the collapse
of order. Internal sovereignty in parts of Africa, argues Robert Jackson
(1993), in the sense of a capacity even to preside over regime associates,
much less control a specific territory, is increasingly either very weak or
non-existent.

Jackson explains this weakening of internal control as being related
to the growing unwillingness among officials in non-African states to
give material assistance to help rulers compensate for weak bureaucra-
cies. Proliferating insurgencies and the outright collapse of state order in
Liberia, Somalia, Congo, and intermittently in Sierra Leone and Congo-
Brazzaville appear to indicate a significant decline in external resources
and internal capabilities available to rulers of weak states. This inter-
nal weakness calls into question the capacity of rulers to benefit from
juridical, or external, recognition of nominal sovereignty. Holsti (1996:
40) expects that “weak states – not in the military sense, but in terms
of legitimacy and efficacy – are and will be the locales of war.” Clapham
(1996: 9) even questions “whether international relations can exist with-
out states, and if so, what form such relations might take.”

Private economic transactions, John Ruggie (1993) claims, overwhelm
the bureaucratic capacities of even strong states outside Africa (see also
Ruggie 1983; Strange 1996). Africa’s rulers in fact distinguish themselves
in terms of meddling in clandestine markets, use of private violence to
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deal with rivals, and appropriation of state assets for personal gain, all at
the expense of formal state institutions.1 This suggests that local power
has shifted away from norms and conventions of states. This affects its
concrete, bureaucratic manifestations – and in terms of what the editors
of this volume in their introduction call intangible social forms and prac-
tices, challenges the international expectation that all Africans live within
political units that at least resemble states.

This chapter explains how Africa’s rulers really exercise power amidst
the apparent collapse of external support for weak state bureaucracies
and vulnerable regimes. To address this question, I examine private com-
mercial transactions in Africa that supposedly undermine the form and
purpose of Africa’s weakest states. I explain how these transactions bolster
a new internal configuration of power in place of formal state bureaucra-
cies. Related to this is an important extension of international practices
regarding transnational aspects of commerce in Africa. Rulers’ partici-
pation in commerce in Africa unintentionally favors non-bureaucratic
means of exercising local power. Specifically, some rulers of weak states
recognize that they can manipulate transnational commercial connec-
tions and outsiders’ willingness to recognize them as mediators between
local and world economies to accumulate wealth and control associates.
External support for this interaction also plays a key role in bolstering the
attractions to foreign firms of weak states and dealing with their rulers.

For weak state rulers, these relationships constitute a new form of extra-
territorial political power. They manipulate commercial connections and
recruit foreign firms as allies in battles with local challengers, exhibiting
features akin to conventional diplomacy, which Jackson (1990) recog-
nized as the (diminished) bedrock of weak state rulers’ internal capac-
ity. This action is now more informal and varied, using a wider range of
outsiders to control commerce and people. Unlike in state-to-state diplo-
macy, rulers of weak states who exercise power through these relationships
abjure efforts to control territory within internationally recognized fron-
tiers, or even control territorially contiguous areas. At the same time, they
may exercise a de facto control of people and areas outside state frontiers,
seemingly at odds with the decrepitude of their state administrations.

Outside norms regarding the relation of internationally recognized
sovereignty and transnational commerce play key roles in underpinning
this new arrangement of power. Firms operating in Africa still require
guarantees of protection of fixed assets, enforcement of contracts, ac-
cess to credit, the capacity to indemnify operations, and certifications

1 African critics of weak conventional norms of state rule include Ansah (1991), Koroma
(1996), Takaya and Tyoden (1987), and Wonkeryor (1985).



International markets and local politics 199

of credibility sufficient to satisfy regulators in headquarter countries,
rating services, and investors.2 Rulers of very weak states and agents of
foreign firms team up to use these conventions and norms to minimize
inefficiencies associated with doing business in unpredictable, violent en-
vironments in places that lack state bureaucracies. Foreign firms benefit
from the ruler’s manipulation of the prerogatives of his sovereign status
in the international realm. Other interested outsiders accept this arrange-
ment because it reestablishes or preserves an outward semblance of in-
ternal hierarchy, appears to settle disputes, and metes out punishments.
Some rulers of weak states thus prove adept at manipulating global com-
mercial “issue networks” (akin to Frederick Cooper’s use of the term in
this volume to mean the intersection of interests that frame an issue in a
particular way) to garner resources. This creates a widely accepted alter-
native order, alongside the (collapsing) state and its decrepit bureaucratic
institutions, and helps mitigate the negative effects of this collapse, both
for rulers and those outsiders who do business with them.

Broad, tacit acceptance of new arrangements even bolsters the power
of rulers who already enjoy international recognition as sovereign. This
creates two paradoxes. First, the willingness of outsiders to relax notions
that sovereignty should include control over territory and an internal hi-
erarchy changes the role of Africa’s weak states. More particularly, this
enhances the role of the internationally recognized sovereign status that
accompanies even minimally capable states, as interlocutors between lo-
cal and global economies. This gives weak state rulers privileged access to
resources associated with this role, prerogatives insurgents lack. Second,
weak state–foreign firm partnerships benefit from international order that
international norms create. Thus armed, these partners exploit internal
disorder to manipulate sovereign prerogatives to exclude commercial and
political rivals, violently appropriate resources, and shield transactions
from the eyes of outsiders. Together, they reshape internal arrangements
in ways compatible with international economic competitiveness and in-
ternal control. Their actual exercise of power strays from conventional
norms of internal state sovereignty, but conforms outwardly to outsiders’
expectations that a state system exists everywhere in the world.

The shift from bureaucratic to commercial tools

Observers of politics in many sub-Saharan African states have long noted
that rulers have exercised political power through family connections,

2 My discussion of international commercial norms benefited from Dezalay and Garth
(1996).
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informal agreements with local intermediaries, or deals with trading com-
munities, as much as through the authority of formal state institutions
(see, for example, Bayart 1989b). Direct state-to-state diplomatic ties,
however, helped rulers weather the major drawbacks of neglecting bu-
reaucratic efficiency. For example, France’s deployment of troops in six
states and thirty separate military interventions between 1963 and 1994
protected many regimes from their inability to effectively coerce rivals or
build popular legitimacy among populations (Martin 1995).

Declining international aid and more stringent conditions attached to
loans have weakened the centralization of patronage networks, posing
security threats to rulers. In former Zaire, for example, the decline of
bilateral aid from $823 million in 1990 to $178 million in 1993 reduced
President Mobutu’s abilities as a patron (World Bank 1997a: 309). This
occurred not only as a consequence of Mobutu’s inability to provide pay-
outs to associates. Bereft of military aid or assistance from the USA and
its African allies, Mobutu could no longer enforce discipline among his
associates. Nor could he rebuild state bureaucracies to generate revenue
inside Zaire. The delegation of power to effective bureaucrats would pose
the risk to Mobutu that they would use increased revenues and popular
support for services to build their own power bases from which to chal-
lenge the president.

None the less, like some rulers of other weak states, Mobutu did not
face as drastic a decline in resources as first appeared. Overall, US state-
to-state aid to Africa fell from a peak of $2.4 billion in 1985 to $1.2 billion
in 1990 (both figures in constant 1997 dollars), and remained below that
figure for the rest of the 1990s (Copson 1994: 4). Some of this loss, how-
ever, shifted over to state support for private commercial activity in Africa,
or as aid to local societal organizations. In doing so, it increased the in-
centives to rulers of weak states to seek accommodations with foreigners
and local entrepreneurs who would have access to this aid. US aid, for
example, increasingly takes the form of credit and loan guarantees via the
quasi-official Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) to firms
willing to risk investment in impoverished African states (Rice 1997).
Likewise, legislative initiatives such as the Africa Growth and Oppor-
tunity Act (enacted in May 2000) designate $150 million for a private
investment equity fund and $500 million to back private investment in
African infrastructure. The official US Export-Import Bank helps ar-
range financing for overseas projects and exports. Similar shifts in pri-
orities characterize financial flows to Africa from other states (Schraeder
et al. 1998). French officials increasingly back “aid” through agencies
such as Coface and Agence Française de Developpement, Koreans
through the Korean Export Insurance Corporation, Italians through
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SACE (Istituto per i servizi assicurativi del commercio estero), and so
forth.

The importance of controlling these and other commercial transactions
lies in the tendency for regime opponents in weak states to strike out on
their own when a ruler’s attractions as a patron diminish. Liberia and
Somalia demonstrate this danger. Liberia’s President Doe (1980–1989)
and his successors faced a growing array of strongmen competing to
dominate the country once military and fiscal aid from the USA declined
sharply in the late 1980s. Doe’s total overseas aid fell from $105 million
in 1986 to $55 million in 1989 (World Bank 1997a: 309). By 1994, all six
of the major insurgent groups were headed by former Doe regime offi-
cials, each of whom built a private army on the resources and commercial
connections that he had enjoyed while working for Doe. Likewise, Soma-
lia’s “warlords” arose from President Siad Barré’s internal security and
military hierarchies to challenge him, once he lost US patronage in the
late 1980s. Thus political conflict in failing states tends to shift toward
control over markets at the same time as officials in foreign states shift
resources from aid to African states to aid investors in Africa.

The declining resources of state bureaucracies relative to the resources
of markets appear to influence the behavior of insurgents as well. Most
post-Cold War insurgencies exhibit an anti-bureaucratic bias as a conse-
quence of their need to avoid delegating authority to potentially threaten-
ing associates while still desperately seeking resources, much like the weak
state regimes that they challenge. During the Cold War, however, insur-
gencies such as South Africa’s African National Congress, the Zimbab-
wean African People’s Union, and the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front,
pursued external relations with confidence that a non-African state patron
would help finance and provide diplomatic support to a centralized orga-
nization that presented itself as a reformist alternative to the incumbent
regime (Clapham 1996: 222–226). Lacking a dominant external patron,
contemporary insurgencies are forced to gather resources locally. Con-
sequently, organizations such as Uganda’s West Nile Bank Front, Lord’s
Resistance Army, Uganda National Rescue Front, the Allied Forces for
the Liberation of Congo-Zaire (before assuming power in 1997), the Rev-
olutionary United Front (RUF) in Sierra Leone, a plethora of Liberian
groups, and others, appear more preoccupied with tapping into trade
networks and less with presenting a reformist version of the state.3

3 The demarcation is not absolute. US indirect assistance plays a role in strategies of the
Sudanese People’s Liberation Army. Conversely, the Union for the Total Independence
of Angola received external aid while conducting diamond trade in the early 1990s. None
the less, widespread state support of insurgents who style themselves as reformers is not
likely to reemerge under current conditions.
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Even a close look at the structure and capabilities of weak states and
insurgencies that challenge them appears to indicate that insurgencies
and weak states occupy a more level playing field. Jeffrey Herbst (1996),
for example, proposes that insurgencies that do a better job of marshaling
resources should be permitted to dismantle and replace some of Africa’s
weak states, borders and all (see also Herbst 2000). Herbst’s suggestion
appears to respond to African reality. For example, Charles Taylor’s Na-
tional Patriotic Liberation Front (NPFL) from 1990 to 1996 controlled
the bulk of Liberia and parts of neighboring states, popularly known
as “Taylorland” in distinction to Liberia. Taylor controlled far more re-
sources than did the recognized government of Liberia, which was con-
fined to a tiny coastal enclave centered on the country’s capital, Monrovia.
Taylor’s income from 1990 to 1992 was roughly $200–$230 million.4 The
coastal enclave reportedly benefited from an income of only $250,000 in
1993 (Clapham 1996: 230) and state employees worked as unpaid “vol-
unteers” in the words of a finance minister (Tarr 1993: 75). Likewise, the
Congo’s one-time insurgent and late president, Laurent Kabila, might
have fared better as head of a new state, situated astride cohesive cultural
and trade networks that cross currently recognized state frontiers.

And yet the Republic of Liberia remains in existence not only in inter-
national eyes but also in Charles Taylor’s own publicly stated objectives
(National Patriotic Reconstruction Assembly Government 1991). Taylor
repeatedly asserted throughout Liberia’s 1989 to 1996 civil war that his
goal was to become the internationally recognized president of the Re-
public of Liberia, which he accomplished in an internationally mediated
election in 1997. Nor did Kabila’s 1996–1997 offensive in Zaire portend
the disintegration of the country, as some predicted (see French 1996).5

Kabila hastened to Kinshasa to assume the mantle of international recog-
nition, rather than exploiting his standing in a trading area that had its
own currency and far more cultural ties to eastern neighbors than to
the distant capital. The same is true of Sierra Leone’s RUF rebels, who
contested control of Freetown, the capital, instead of basing their rule
on their control of diamonds, the country’s main source of wealth, 200
miles to the east. In Guinea-Bissau, army mutineers abjured a formal
link-up with the transnational clandestine trade networks controlled by
ethnic kinsmen which overshadow the formal income of the impoverished

4 Taylor’s wartime income is calculated from William Twaddell, US Assistant Secretary
of State for African Affairs (1996), Marchés Tropicaux (1995): 1603–1606, Reeves and
Moulard (1993), and documents from Taylor’s National Patriotic Reconstruction As-
sembly Government, Forestry Development Authority & Economic Affairs Committee
and liner bills of lading collected by the author.

5 Instead, observers had to settle for Kabila’s decision to change the name of the country
from Zaire to Congo.
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Guinea-Bissau state. Instead, they sought control of the capital, a small,
decrepit town in hostile territory (Africa Confidential 1998b).

Apparently international recognition of sovereignty offers material and
political advantages to insurgents that exceed the resources that come
with de facto control over a specific territory. It is not surprising in this
light that no major post-Cold War insurgency group, even in Africa’s
weakest states, has articulated an irredentist or separatist agenda that
challenges Africa’s boundaries inherited from colonial rule.6

Commercial advantages of sovereignty

A closer look at potential state-building insurgencies reveals how their
lack of international recognition hobbles their efforts to build even de facto
administrations. Some firms did do business with Charles Taylor when
much of Liberia, but not its capital, was under his control. Firestone
Tire & Rubber’s subsidiary, for example, produced and exported rub-
ber from “Taylorland.” This activity gave Taylor access to several million
dollars in the form of “tax” payments (National Patriotic Reconstruction
Assembly Government 1992).7 In addition, the firm allegedly permitted
(or was forced to allow) Taylor to base his “Operation Octopus” offensive
against the Monrovia enclave on Firestone’s plantation. At the same time,
Firestone faced legal action in US courts when the internationally rec-
ognized Monrovia enclave sued for violation of commercial agreements
when the firm paid a “tax” to Taylor (Republic of Liberia 1993). In this
and several other cases involving claims on behalf of and against the in-
ternationally recognized Liberian government, US courts affirmed the
rights of recognized governments to seek standing in US court.8 Dis-
trict courts also affirmed that the US president retains the prerogative of
determining whether US authority (including courts) would recognize a
particular insurgency as a public authority.

6 The Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) secured independence in a 1993 refer-
endum after prolonged warfare. Yet all combatants recognize the legitimacy of colonial
boundaries (though dispute their location). The EPLF couched independence claims in
terms of recognizing Eritrea’s history as a colony separate from Ethiopia. Likewise, the
Somali Democratic Movement’s claim for Somaliland independence is based upon that
territory’s separate identity as a British colony before Somalia’s independence in 1960.

7 Also “Firestone Restart Table,” January 16, 1992 – photocopy of original in author’s
possession.

8 See Marian Nash, Office of the Legal Advisor, Department of State (1996). This view
links standing to recognition of sovereignty. It underlines the rejection of standing in US
state and federal courts of National Patriotic Reconstruction Assembly Government of
Liberia vs Liberian Services, Inc. (92 Civ 145, E.D.Va 1992). In contrast, Taylor’s US
agents stressed Taylor’s claims to control the territory and institutions of the Republic of
Liberia during Liberia’s civil war: Lester Hyman and H.P. Goldfield, “Notes on Liberian
Fact-Finding Visit,” September. 1991 [typescript].
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Not only could a firm doing business with insurgents face enforce-
able legal claims from a recognized government. Non-recognition of
insurgents denies firms that do business with rebels recourse to for-
eign courts for claims against their business partners.9 Thus commer-
cial jurisprudence, at least in its American form, provides a predictable
framework external to weak states themselves to insure assets of firms
that do business with internationally recognized weak states. In contrast,
those who do business with insurgents do so without these legal pro-
tections, and thus, with higher risk. In practical terms, this legal exclu-
sion makes it nearly impossible to indemnify operations with insurgents.
Lacking insurance, such firms have a difficult time convincing invest-
ment rating services and institutional investors of the viability of their
operations.

Yet as noted above, insurgents have attracted foreign firm backers.
These firms likely calculate, however, that their insurgent partners will
quickly assume the mantle of sovereignty. This is where Firestone mis-
calculated; after the failure of Taylor’s “Operation Octopus,” Firestone
withdrew and many of Taylor’s smaller foreign firm partners abandoned
him. In Zaire (Congo), American Mineral Fields (AMF), a Canadian firm
with headquarters in Hope, Arkansas (former president Clinton’s home-
town), reportedly provided Kabila with logistical services and “taxes”
prior to his assumption of the office of president (Africa Confidential 1997;
Brümmer 1997). AMF later faced confiscation by Kabila’s government.
But AMF’s calculated risk paid off in the sense that the firm has recourse
to US courts to sue a rival firm accused of poaching on AMF’s conces-
sion agreement and to force underwriters to compensate for the seizure
of their assets by Congo’s government (Africa Energy & Mining 1998b).
So tied were firms to the formal aspects of Congo’s sovereign existence,
yet so frustrated with Kabila’s tendency to sell concessions several times
over, some reportedly offered the president $200 million if he would leave
the country (Strandberg 1999). But none appears to encourage insurgent
partners to seek international recognition as head of a completely separate
state.

9 Queen’s Bench Division Commercial Court, Case No. 1991, 2567, Yona International
vs La Reunion Français Société Anonyme d’Assurances et de Reassurances, et al. did not
resolve in British commercial courts whether a logging firm’s claims of expropriation by
NPFL fighters constituted an act of appropriation by a “public authority.” In contrast, a
plaintiff ’s right to press claims of expropriation against the Monrovia enclave were upheld
in US courts in Meridien Bank Ltd vs Government of the Republic of Liberia (92 Civ
7039, S.D.NY 16 Jan 1996). Taylor’s NPFL asserted they should receive recognition
in foreign courts on the basis of their participation in inter-state agreements: National
Patriotic Reconstruction Assembly Government, “ARE: Consultations on Pending S.C.
Resolutions on Liberia,”Gbarnga, March 25, 1993.
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Likewise, it appears that the decision of the French oil producer, Elf
Aquitaine, to bolster the position of Denis Sassou-Nguesso, the former
president of Congo-Brazzaville, and his “Cobra” militia in 1997 against
the elected incumbent president was based on the company’s (correct)
assumption that Sassou-Nguesso would quickly become the republic’s in-
ternationally recognized president. Sassou-Nguesso defeated his rival, se-
curing for his foreign business partners the assurance that they could gain
access to the predictable benefits and reduction of risk that international
commercial jurisprudence offers. At the same time, Sassou-Nguesso’s
official status shielded the oil firm from the consequences of its earlier
actions on his behalf when he was an insurgent leader.

Private firms on the weak state’s battle front

As long as there is preferential access to foreign courts, political instability
and weak state capacity need not inhibit certain kinds of foreign invest-
ment and trade in Africa. For example, the five countries that the World
Bank (1994: 260–261) rated among its worst of four tiers of commit-
ment to economic reform in a 1994 report (Cameroon [from 2000, site
of a multi-billion-dollar oil pipeline project], Congo-Brazzaville, Côte
d’Ivoire, Mozambique, and Sierra Leone) registered a 149 percent in-
crease in private foreign investment, averaged over the years 1994–1996,
compared with the period 1985–1989. This compares with a 139 percent
gain for the fourteen countries in the World Bank’s next higher tier. More
revealing was the 215 percent increase in investment in Angola, Equa-
torial Guinea, Zambia, and Zaire during the same period (World Bank
1997a: 82). World Bank officials judged these four countries ineligible for
loans due to very poor fiscal performance and the absence of a significant
commitment to economic reform. Of course the common element of all
of these “good performers” (from the point of view of attracting invest-
ment, not reform) lies in the fact that investors are attracted to compact,
valuable and easily transportable natural resources to which the sovereign
prerogatives of heads of states can allow them privileged access.

In contrast, I argue that political instability can be beneficial to some
kinds of foreign investors. Once provided with legal capabilities abroad
and the credibility to investors that comes from this standing, firms that
can manage risks associated with the weak state’s internal instability
through special deals with local authorities can gain access to resources
that will give them an improved market position vis-à-vis more estab-
lished competitors. This is especially true of enclave mining operations.
Neither the miners nor their host governments need to bear the social
costs of fostering, regulating, and protecting local markets to generate a
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profit. They need only directly control a fairly limited piece of ground
and secure access to the relevant external market.

The prevalence of smaller Canadian, Australian, and South African
mining companies in places such as the Congo, Angola, and most recently
Chad underscores this point. Desperate local authorities are not likely to
impose stringent and costly regulations (such as environmental ones),
nor insist that business be practiced in a particular way. Firms that are
willing to invest in this setting are usually adept at managing their own
economic environments. As a European businessman observed in Congo:
“The absence of a banking system is far more of an opportunity than a
hindrance. You set up your own network and make your own rules . . . I
find it quite inspirational (in Wrong 1995).”

Internal anarchy gives opportunities to some firms that are more adept
than their competition at managing risk for commercial advantage. For
example, AMF’s reported association with International Defense and
Security (IDAS), a Dutch Antilles registered security company, helped
AMF secure relative local stability (McGreal and Brümmer 1997). While
AMF’s dealings with Kabila gave AMF access to the externally con-
structed benefits of Congo’s sovereignty and the promise of preferred
internal access to natural resources, Kabila’s administration could not
provide internal protection of AMF’s property rights. The mining firm
hired the security firm to provide this service. This arrangement denied
Kabila’s rivals access to natural resources, while controlling a politically
reliable source of revenues. Reported partnerships between mining firms
such as Branch Energy and the South African military service firm Execu-
tive Outcomes in Sierra Leone, Angola, and Uganda have also appeared
able to manage their economic environments through private military
means, a task now performed with lower profile “industrial security”
firms (Goulet 1997; Indian Ocean Newsletter 1997; for a counter-claim
see Jane’s Intelligence Review 1997).

Stability can be sought more peacefully too. Further afield, companies
promoting a multi-billion-dollar oil and gas pipeline through Afghanistan
proposed a “pipeline council” to which companies would make contri-
butions. A spokesperson also indicated that companies planned to seek
matching funds from aid donors. “We want to really leverage this thing,”
said the spokesperson (Corzine 1996: 1). Such arrangements respond
to the increasingly diverse channels for foreign aid. The Afghan case
also illustrates the earlier point about the advantages of international
recognition of sovereignty. The Taliban’s general failure to date to gain
widespread recognition inhibits any large-scale pipeline deal, and in-
vestors have turned their attentions to other locales. On the other hand,
the internationally recognized sovereignty of Equatorial Guinea is critical
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enough to oil and gas firms to prompt them to help organize a confer-
ence, which also included international jurists and government officials,
to discuss frontier disputes between Equatorial Guinea and its neigh-
bors (Africa Energy & Mining 2000). This is a clear case of the growing
importance of activities of multinational firms in a process of “interna-
tionalization,” yet these activities strengthen the outward appearance of
sovereignty’s norms.

Vulnerable rulers of weak states therefore possess a powerful advan-
tage as commercial partners over their insurgent rivals. Even if power is
contested on the ground, firms will prefer to side with the individual who
will (or is most likely to) enjoy international recognition of sovereignty.
Paradoxically, once ensconced in a privileged deal with a weak state ruler,
internal anarchy may deter competitors who are less willing to provide
their own security. In this sense, foreign firms that do business in weak
states can commercialize the externally constituted benefits of their part-
ner’s sovereign recognition for themselves.

Smaller firms can quietly hire mercenaries to protect investments, a
course of action less attractive to larger, more established firms that worry
that assertive action would alarm officials in states where reliable bureau-
cracies and indigenous militaries protect assets, and who define these
tasks as an exclusive prerogative of the state. In addition, those who chal-
lenge existing power structures may discover that high-profile firms make
easy targets for criticism, which in turn mobilizes other issue networks.
As Cyril Obi’s chapter in this volume illustrates, ethnic Ogoni activists in
Nigeria have enjoyed some success in mobilizing international advocates
for indigenous rights and environmental protection in their campaign
against tight security ties between the Nigerian regime and oil companies
(Civil Liberties Organisation 1996). Smaller firms that ally with merce-
naries and weak state rulers can thus gain market shares of resources that
are unavailable to the larger firms that face scrutiny in managing their
own economic environments. This offers investors a chance to use small
firms to grab rights to resources, then to sell them to a larger firm. The
small firm becomes a contractor to insulate the larger firm from political
risk and enable it to reclaim market control in exchange for a handsome
return for investors.10

Conversely, firms seek to limit risk through international certification
of their political partners’ sovereignty so that agreements can be enforced
in foreign courts, operations can be indemnified, credit on attractive

10 Several small mining firm operations in Sierra Leone, Angola, and the Congo were sold
to larger firms at prices that indicate local access and control over market share, rather
than elusive production figures, determine the values of these firms. See reports in Africa
Energy & Mining and La Lettre du Continent.
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terms can be procured from multilateral and bilateral agencies (such as
OPIC), and capital markets can be tapped. Those who profit, either po-
litically or materially, benefit from this capacity of firms and rulers to ma-
nipulate this dichotomy between internal anarchy and external stability.
The intersection of interests extends beyond internal security and profit,
however, and includes officials in strong states who are worried about
broader issues of stability in peripheral areas.

The role of violence in expanded coalitions

Firms that choose to do business with rulers of very weak states have to
take on tasks of ensuring regular trade and break barriers that freelancing
local strongmen may set up. In this regard, the task of the firm is similar to
the concern of traders in Africa’s hinterland in the nineteenth century to
“keep the roads open.”11 Thus Branch Energy in Sierra Leone benefited
from Executive Outcomes’ successful anti-insurgency campaign in 1995–
1996. Likewise, some firms in Angola are reported to require private
militaries to secure their mine sites (Venter 1997: 10).

This commercial arrangement offers to local state authorities a more
extensive security relationship with outsiders too. Alliances with foreign
investors who bring their own armies permit the ruler to rid his political
alliance of subordinate officials or directly oppose armed rivals. In Sierra
Leone, for example, Executive Outcomes trained “kamajor” irregulars,
which then served the dual function of guarding small-scale mining joint-
venture operations between individual foreigners and Sierra Leone’s state
officials, while defending the regime that paid Executive Outcomes and
granted a concession to Branch Energy. This enabled the regime to re-
duce its reliance on the underpaid rank-and-file military, which had a
tendency to spawn “sobels,” or soldier-rebels who looted and engaged in
clandestine mining like their erstwhile rebel enemies. Likewise, privately
defended mine sites in Angola, Central African Republic, and Uganda
are found in areas plagued by insurgencies. Some firms involved in these
operations seek protection from companies that train local irregulars who
defend contracting regimes while protecting mine sites.

The private provision of security addresses the concerns of other out-
siders. In Sierra Leone, for example, the country’s creditors could hardly
expect the regime to pay arrears on debts when, as in 1995, the regime
spent 75 percent of its revenues on an ineffective effort to fight insurgents,
for a total cost of about $250 million from 1991 (Karimu 1995/1996).
In contrast, the 1995–1996 Executive Outcomes operation cleared rebels

11 This is the theme of Hopkins (1974).
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from major highways and cities in six months at a cost of about $40 mil-
lion (New York Times 1997). One report even alleges that newcomers
advanced money to Sierra Leone’s government to make a token payment
on arrears at a critical point in discussions with creditors in 1995.12 In
any case, Sierra Leone received relatively good treatment at Paris Club
debt negotiations in early 1996, which reduced Sierra Leone’s debt by
20.1 percent to $969 million (Bank of Sierra Leone 1996; Swaray 1996).
Improved relations with creditors also cleared the way for bilateral aid
projects and budget support, totaling $204 million in 1995, compared
with $62 million in 1992.13

This “private solution” for the Sierra Leone government’s security
problems provides a sharp contrast to conventional diplomatic solutions
to internal wars. Sierra Leone’s diplomatic backers, particularly the USA,
in 1998–1999 shifted to a preference for a formal, negotiated settlement.
The Lomé agreement, signed in July 1999, incorporated Revolutionary
United Front insurgent leaders in a coalition government, overseen by a
UN peacekeeping force. Though not its intention, this arrangement al-
lowed insurgents to continue to occupy diamond-mining areas and man-
age their own trade in diamonds to the detriment of official government
capacity to collect revenues. Widespread violence again returned to Sierra
Leone in mid-2000 when UN forces attempted to challenge insurgent
control over mining operations. The UN was not capable of nor were its
member states willing to pursue armed enforcement of the agreement
once it became apparent that insurgents would not give up their domina-
tion of the country’s resources. This failure encouraged the Sierra Leone
regime’s British diplomatic backers to investigate possibilities for assist-
ing the Sierra Leone government’s efforts to find private military trainers
and suppliers. This strategy mirrored earlier British government efforts
to back the intervention of the private firm Sandline International in
1997–1998 on behalf of the besieged regime, an effort that encountered
considerable criticism in parliament.

Farming out security operations to private firms also simplifies the task
of cutting civil service rolls. Creditors recommend this measure to reduce
expenditures and remove corrupt state officials. Rulers who preside over
very minimal bureaucratic capacity generally accept the measure, since
the prospect of eliminating teachers, healthcare workers, and agricul-
tural extension services removes people who, if they were actually effi-
cient, might become popular enough to become a pole of criticism of the

12 Lettre du Continent, December 21, 1995. Most mining and security firms involved deny
such claims.

13 Compare these figures with Sierra Leone’s visible gross product of about $700 million.
Economist Intelligence Unit (1996).
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regime. This also conserves scarce resources that can be distributed to
remaining loyal clients or be used to pay security forces. This order of pri-
orities explains how Sierra Leone’s government could lay off 60,000 civil
servants, or a quarter of the country’s salaried workforce, while fighting
a civil war (Hudock 1996: 337).

Officials in non-African states also find positive fiscal and political
interests in supporting private security. The US-led intervention in
Somalia from December 1992 through 1993 cost the US military $3
billion, a deployment of 18,000, 26 dead, and political damage done
in Washington to the notion of official intervention in troubled states
(Johnson and Dagne 1996: 202). In Angola, a United Nations brokered
peace agreement between insurgents and the regime broke down in early
1993, leading to a resumption of fighting in an eighteen-year civil war.
The failed UN mission cost $132 million, while Angola’s military spent
$500 million on weapons in 1993 (Anstee 1996: 14). The military stale-
mate in Angola threatened not only efforts to rebuild this potentially rich
country, but also unstable neighboring states such as the Congo (for-
mer Zaire) and Zambia where UNITA rebels maintained rear bases and
received supplies.

Finding its own solution, in 1994 Angola’s government hired a South
African firm to train Angolan soldiers at a cost of $60 million. The firm
and their trainees helped tip the balance of power decisively in favor of
the regime, leading to a more lasting peace agreement (Gordon 1997).
Furthermore, the recipient of this “aid” paid for this service through a
convoluted process of awarding mining concessions to firms associated
with the mercenary force. This opened the way for privileged access for
other South Africans willing to serve the material and security interests
of Angola’s government officials. For example, the director of Sonangol,
Angola’s state-run oil company, later had a hand in establishing Tele-
services International, a security firm that employs South Africans in
partnership with South Africa’s Gray Security Services to protect private
and government installations in Angola (Africa Confidential 1998a). Other
operators joined the fray. An American mining company teamed up with
a European security firm while a Brazilian mining firm used a Russian
security firm to gain access to diamond mine sites near rebel-held areas
(Africa Energy & Mining 1998a).

This arrangement helps concerned officials in other states recruit prox-
ies to influence events in very weak states. Executive Outcomes’ agents,
for example, met in Washington with US Defense Intelligence Agency
officials in a “Privatization of National Security in Sub-Saharan Africa”
workshop in 1997 to discuss the positive role of private militaries
in stabilizing vulnerable regimes at a low cost. Another firm, Sandline
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International (mentioned above), later helped funnel arms to the ousted
Sierra Leone civilian regime of Ahmed Tejan Kabbah, which continued
to enjoy international recognition (but not official aid) while in exile af-
ter a coup in May 1997. Sandline spokespersons claimed that support
for its contacts with the Kabbah regime came from Britain’s Ministry
of Defence and Commonwealth Office. They also claimed that the US
State Department and Department of Defense supported their role in
Kabbah’s restoration.14

The academic community also lends support to the notion that inter-
nal conflicts are resolved when one side wins militarily. Roy Licklider, for
example, finds that 76 percent of ninety-one conflicts that he classifies
as “civil” between 1945 and 1993 ended when one side won a decisive
victory. Of negotiated settlements (24 percent), half collapsed and fight-
ing recommenced (Licklider 1995: 68–690). A US State Department
official expressed a frustration with Sierra Leone’s conflict. “We find it
difficult to envision talks with RUF,” he said, because of these groups’
unwillingness to renounce violence.15 David Shearer of Oxford Univer-
sity’s prestigious International Institute for Strategic Studies notes in this
context: “Private companies can help in peacekeeping. They are willing
to go where governments do not want to send troops” (Shearer 1998:
20). The work of Shearer (1998) and others indicates that even more
“liberal” groups accept arguments in support of private intervention on
behalf of threatened rulers of weak states.

Part of the justification for this support lies in the assertion that
security firms are more likely to protect states – and are thus compatible
with maintaining internal order (and by extension, security for vulner-
able populations) – while remaining consistent with the strictures of a
state-based international system (Zarate 1998). This argument is used to
promote the licensing of private security firms. Licensed firms will pre-
sumably desire to remain in the good graces of home states, and will try
to acquire a professional reputation for respecting human rights. Like-
wise, they will be reluctant to do business with clients whose legitimacy
in international society is unclear (Republic of South Africa 1998).

The use of proxies in the foreign policy of strong states is not new.
Unlike Cold War practice, however, private firms that act as proxies in
Africa’s weak states do so to make a profit in the weak state itself. More
autonomous than most Cold War era front companies, these firms work
at greater arms length from their strong state clients, serving both the

14 Letter from S.J. Berwin & Co., counsel for Sandline International to British Foreign
Secretary, April 24, 1998. Reports in the London Sunday Times backed Sandline’s claims.

15 Testimony of Ambassador Johnnie Carson, Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary for
African Affairs before the House Subcommittee on Africa, June 11, 1998.
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political and commercial interests of themselves and their weak state
ruler partners. Indeed, their engagement with strong state officials oc-
curs around the precondition of profitable operations. Different from
Cold War practice, this arrangement more closely resembles nineteenth-
century conventions in which officials in non-African states preferred
to protect commercial advantages and their citizens with “strong native
powers” bolstered against disruptive strongmen with help from European
trading houses (Robinson and Gallagher 1961: 33–41). The overall
dilemma of development and order was – and is – understood as a prob-
lem of “uncivilized parts of the world where the early stages of develop-
ment do not admit of heavy revenues or of indolent administration (due
to native uprisings),” and where “progress and security can only be at-
tained by administration and commercial work being in the same hands”
(Sir George Goldie, head of the Royal Niger Company, quoted in Doyle
1986: 190).

The interests of some private charities and development organizations
also intersect with this international coalition concerned with stability in
weak states. Said a worker for Save the Children in Sierra Leone: “They
[mercenaries] bang heads very efficiently, the fighting stops – and that’s
when babies get fed” (Brian 1997). Security is also a concern for multi-
lateral creditors. World Bank officials in Sierra Leone recognized in 1997
(before a coup in May) that “security is likely to remain an issue for some
time . . . To counter this threat project preparation will be coupled with
discussions with other donors with a view to developing parallel secu-
rity measures” (World Bank 1997e). The interests of non-African states
also intersect with non-state relief and conflict management operations.
For example, the US government hired a private de-mining company to
serve in Rwanda in 1995. This provided a way to privatize state-to-state
diplomacy, sidestepping a UN weapons embargo to supply the Rwan-
dan military with hardware and training (Isenberg 1997). The American
firm Pacific Architect Engineers played a similar role in the Liberian con-
flict of 1990–1996, enabling US officials to indirectly coordinate security
interests with Nigerian intervention forces in that country (Jeter 1997).

“Privatized” foreign policy favors factions that possess internationally
recognized sovereignty, since this coalition of outsiders also relies upon
the international legal prerogatives of sovereignty to legitimate and in-
demnify their operations. Ironically, the end of the Cold War reduced
prospects for insurgents, since it has become more difficult for these
organizations to present themselves to foreign backers as a proxy in a
strategic battle for diplomatic allies in Africa. This change is reflected
both in the shift of resources toward factions possessing sovereignty and
in the declining tendency for insurgents challenging weak states to present
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themselves to external patrons as a reformist alternative to an incumbent
regime.

Insurgents adapt to this situation with strategies that resemble those of
groups resisting imperial incursions in the nineteenth century. As noted
above, they are forced to seek resources through alliances with regional
trade diasporas. The head of the rebel group United Liberation Move-
ment of Liberia for Democracy, for example, tapped into a trade network
of Malinké-speaking ethnic kinsmen. He took advantage of these ties to a
faction of the Guinea army, giving him access to weapons and some ben-
efits from army participation in commercial ventures in Guinea. These
connections also enabled this leader to recruit Casamance Malinkè rebels
from Senegal to fight in Liberia.16 This and other insurgent groups are
also forced to organize their own accumulation of resources. Angolan
rebels, for example, relied extensively on small-scale mining operations
to finance weapons purchases and (with limited success after 1993), to at-
tract private entrepreneurs, mostly from the southern and central African
region (de Boeck 1996: 76–80).

Groups that battle sovereign opponents resort to tactics such as target-
ing foreigners associated with the incursion. The RUF in Sierra Leone,
for example, has kidnapped employees of mining companies and relief
agency workers (Saccoh 1995a, 1995b),17 and repeatedly has taken UN
peacekeepers hostage. Ugandan insurgents have killed tourists. This tac-
tic may reflect the insurgents’ relative lack of external contacts, compared
with their opponents, as well as an effort to pressure the regime’s backers
to flee. To outsiders, this interfactional warfare appears as a collapse into
anarchy, as insurgents launch “unjustified” attacks on the regime and
foreigners who (in their own view of how business and power are related)
go about peaceful, legitimate activities.18

This creates further pressure on officials outside weak states to assist
with the provision of weak state security. Just as missionaries contributed
to the destabilization of politics in the Niger Delta in the 1880s, and
then called for military rescue (Platt 1968), Leslie Gelb of The
Washington Post advocated a “shoot to feed” intervention in Somalia in
1992 (cited in de Waal 1997: 183). The 1880s saw the more assertive
policy of using the imperial power’s own soldiers and bureaucrats. The
contemporary response is more thoroughly private, relying on contrac-
tors and a wide variety of private groups as proxies. In this regard, the

16 “L’unité nationale doit être plus forte,” Horoya [Conakry], 16 April 1996; “Lécheveau,
casamançais,” La Lettre du Continent, 14 December 1995. This connection traces a pre-
colonial trade and kinship network.

17 A similar connection between commerce and warfare appears in Smith (1989).
18 This analysis appears in Kaplan (1994).
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power in Sarawak in the 1840s of Sir James Brooke’s family (“The White
Rajahs”) as commercial-political agents of a reluctant imperial power
more closely resembles the current politics of interfactional fighting in
very weak states in Africa and the role of outsiders in it (Baring-Gould
and Bampfylde 1989). Brooke was an entrepreneur who found that pos-
sessing a state was good for business. His commercial interests also served
the interests of the British Empire in assuring some degree of predictabil-
ity and stability on the imperial periphery. None the less, the Brooke
family had to pose as heads of a state to became incorporated into a
European vision of the world that grew increasingly intolerant of political
units that were not states, or colonies of states.

The unexpected capabilities of “weak” states

But international conventions and norms regarding sovereignty for the
White Rajahs have undergone considerable change. Imperial officials
switched sides more readily in African wars, since usually no “native”
combatants enjoyed a clear claim to the mantle of sovereignty in
European eyes. Contemporary rulers of weak states exercise the compar-
ative advantage of secure recognition (provided they can hold the capital
city, or in the case of Sierra Leone’s temporarily deposed president, enjoy
accreditation as an elected civilian ruler), making it far more likely that
they will find help against more cohesive and internally capable rivals.

Greater heterogeneity in the capabilities of individual states in the
international system of states also gives possessors of sovereignty freer
diplomatic rein than their nineteenth-century counterparts. Middle
powers such as Israel, Libya, South Africa, and France have long been
more sensitive to the benefits of using private firms to address the internal
vulnerabilities of weak state rulers, even during the Cold War, since these
governments have had fewer resources to distribute directly. This practice
at times has placed firms in these states in an advantageous position to
exploit contacts through which to profit from the new vulnerabilities of
weak state rulers.

Africa’s weak states also appear to exercise more leverage than did
their nineteenth-century counterparts to negotiate the terms of their
sovereignty. This is due as much to the continued strong external support
for the notion of juridical sovereignty as it is to the superior wisdom of
contemporary weak state rulers. Weak states exist within the state system
because they and their private firm partners continue to benefit from and
manipulate their juridical equality with other states, even though these
states lack centralized systems of government and do not provide much
in the way of collective goods to citizens. Thus the dichotomy between
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internal and external sovereignty in Africa is likely to continue, espe-
cially as it offers commercial and political advantages to a wide range of
outsiders. Furthermore, the marginality of very weak states constitutes
the primary tool that rulers can use to extend non-bureaucratic control
within commercially viable parts of their realms through a lucrative pri-
vate diplomacy.



10 Out of the shadows

Carolyn Nordstrom

This is an ethnography of the shadows.1 The term shadows as I use it here
refers to large-scale systems of affiliation and exchange that occur apart
from formal state structures. Ethnography underscores the fact that much
of the data presented here comes from fieldwork conducted in epicenters
of political violence.

In the frontier realities that mark political upheaval, the people, goods,
and services that move along shadow lines are often closely and visibly
linked to the most fundamental politics of power and survival. Significant
amounts of arms, actors, and supplies flow into a country at war while
extensive amounts of valuable resources flow out of a country to pay
for these inflows. A good deal of this takes place outside formal state
institutions and international law. In fact, shadow transactions can equal
a third to a half of a country’s entire GNP in many locations in the world.
Globally – the shadow networks along which goods and personnel flow
are by definition transnational – shadow economies can involve trillions
of dollars annually, and this brokers significant political power.

This is also an ethnography of power and socio-political transforma-
tion. Shadows represent a juncture of global politico-economic trends
and local dynamics, a juncture that can represent sites of power capa-
ble of reshaping the character of states in the world today. Power is es-
sentially transformative (Bhabha 1994; Comaroff and Comaroff 1991;
de Certeau 1986; Nordstrom 1995). This is best understood by rec-
ognizing that “the global” can only be produced in action, and action
is by definition localized (Strathern 1995). A transnational organization
ultimately rests on the actions of the individuals comprising it. Their

1 An ethnography, in anthropology, is a long-term, in-site field study, usually where the
anthropologist learns the language, customs, and cultures of the people among whom
they are working. The research here is based on a number of years of research conducted
in Mozambique in 1988, 1989, 1990–1991, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, and 1998, in Angola
in 1996 and 1998, in Namibia in 1997, and in South Africa in 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997,
and 1998. I have also conducted shorter length fieldwork on several visits to Kenya,
Tanzania, Zimbabwe, and Somalia.
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actions are located – in time, space, locale, structure, and culture. At
another level, the transnational networks of affiliations themselves, in a
phenomenological sense, come to comprise structures, processes, and
cultures located in time and space, however vast. These junctures are
simultaneously transnational and located: inseparable on one level from
the local actors that make the networks and on another level from the
affiliations that bind them. So where exactly is the global?

Following Saskia Sassen (1998a), it is everywhere and anywhere; but
having said that, there is a real place to start investigations. The global
is strategically located in key people and institutional configurations. As
Sassen reminds us, economics, like politics, is a system of power, and it
is grounded in institutions and the relations that define them – not many
key actors are necessary to affect global processes.

Themes of state and power have long been the domain of political sci-
ence, and a formidable literature has developed. Anthropologists, with
their focus on cultural systems and social networks, have focused less on
the state than have political scientists, but in its stead, have followed dif-
ferent kinds of power formations. This is one such study. My interest here
is in vast, international networks – those residing in the shadows – whose
economic and political power can match, even exceed, that of some states.

Introduction: defining the shadows

A person can stand at the epicenter of practically any war in the world and
watch an extensive assortment of international actors pass through. If a
person works in different war zones, even ones located on different con-
tinents, she or he will begin to recognize the same actors moving from
one zone of political violence to another. Arms vendors, military “ad-
visors,” merchants of survival, diplomats, profiteers, non-governmental
organizations, and a host of others ultimately make war and peace pos-
sible. This international cast of characters moves substantial amounts of
goods, influence, and services across the countries of the world. A signif-
icant portion of these exchanges take place outside formally recognized
state channels: some moving along brown and gray market routes, some
along incontestably illicit and blackmarket pathways. Given all wars’ re-
liance on the vast array of technologies and alliances produced through-
out the world, war today, by definition, is constructed internationally. We
may speak of internal wars, but they are set in vast global arenas. We
may speak of contests within or between states, but a considerable part
of war and post-conflict development takes place along extra-state lines.
War and peace unfold as much according to these extra-state realities as
they do according to state-based ones.
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The work presented here is grounded in the political violence that marked
Mozambique and Angola in the post-independence era, and in the strug-
gles for peace and development each sought to fashion in the post-accord
periods. I have set this piece in several states rather than a single one, not
to stand as test cases, but to show the way in which local, regional, and
international trends intersect to shape the social, economic, and political
possibilities across countries. It is the ethnography of the shadows that
provides the framework for these investigations.

I will follow the “shadows” across Mozambique and Angola.2 Some
might say that following sets of interconnecting questions across coun-
tries is the equivalent of comparing apples and oranges. I suggest just the
opposite: this method of presentation reflects the larger practical and the-
oretical orientations of this work. Thinking only in discrete and bounded
states cannot come close to approximating the reality of states today.
Nations are defined within a broad sweep of history and through ex-
tensive international associations; they are shaped by the hand-to-hand
interpersonal exchanges of non-formal economies and the complex sets
of power that attend to these. Each country, and each citizen, struggles
to pull away from war years and forge viable solutions within vast inter-
related sets of relationships across the region, the continent, and the
globe. Power, authority, change, and identity are forged within these com-
plex sets of interrelations.

The phenomena I am dealing with here are not simply (shadow) mar-
kets or economies (Ayers 1996): they are a compilation of political, eco-
nomic, and socio-cultural forces. Shadow associations are characterized
by several core features. First, in configuration, these are networks, not
formal state structures. Second, they are international. Third, they are
transactional; they are networks that function not only by exchange and
alliance, but by internalized norms and cultures of exchange and alliance.
While benefiting from studies like those of William Reno’s (1995, 1998.)
“shadow states” – nation-based systems of power and patronage parallel-
ing state power – my work focuses on a different, and more distinctly inter-
national, set of criteria that constitute a set of “institutional frameworks”3

in their own right. These networks are more integrated and bound by rules

2 As this work is ethnographic in base, it is based on primary data collection – on first-
hand field research. Publishing data on shadow phenomena entails a responsibility to
one’s informants, to those who will be affected by data disclosures, and to one’s own
professional obligations. Thus, much of my direct fieldwork disclosures protect these sets
of responsibilities and the identities of those affected by these discussions.

3 I use institution here in the dynamic sense: in anthropology, institution has a flexible
definition, so that the specific and formally constituted “institutions” of government and
the fluid and non-formally constituted “institutions” of family are equally recognized by
the same word. Institution is a social phenomenon.



Out of the shadows 219

of conduct than the studies of gray and blackmarkets that focus on high-
risk items such as armaments and drugs, or studies that focus on basic
informal markets such as foodstuffs, imply. They represent cultural, as
well as political and market systems (Appadurai 1996; Granovetter and
Swedberg 1992).

While shadow networks work both through and around states, they are
distinct from them. This point is an important one. They form a different
kind of power formation than the state does. For this reason, I refer to
these powers as “extra-state,” denoting that while they may partake of state
structures, they are not modeled on state systems. Extra-state does not mean
that shadow networks function outside all state boundaries, but that they
are phenomenologically distinct from state-order organization. States and
shadow networks exist simultaneously, each representing distinct kinds
of authority and politico-economic arrangements.

Extra-state denotes non-formal economies and political transactions.
The distinction I use in this analysis for non-formal is precise: formal,
as applied to the state, refers to formally recognized state-based institu-
tions and the activities they support. Non-formal applies to institutions
and activities that exist apart from formal state structures and processes.
This is not to say that formal and non-formal are physically separate
locales of power and action. A businessperson or government official
who uses legally recognized oil sales to purchase armaments in Angola
is acting in the formal market, but when that same person sells oil or
diamonds for military supplies or personal gain outside the state’s public
channels, they are adding to the non-formal economy. Non-formal, as
distinct from conventional definitions of informal, refers to more than
small-scale economies, for these markets can rival and exceed state mar-
kets in strength and profit. This is a critical point. The traditional use of
the word “informal” has confounded an understanding of the relation-
ships among (small-scale) survival economics, (large-scale) corruption,
and (international) non-formal empires. Chingono (1996: 101), writing
on Mozambique, observes:

The International Labour Organization (ILO), the agency that has formalized
the term “informal economy,” characterized the informal economy as “a sector
of the poor” in which “the motive for entry into the sector is essentially sur-
vival rather than profit making” (ILO/JASPA 1988) . . . On the contrary, not all
of those who participated in the grass-roots economy were poor nor were their
motives for entry merely to survive. Corrupt bureaucrats and professionals used
their office, influence or contacts to acquire via the grass-roots war economy,
through for instance, smuggling, fraudulent export, barter, speculation, bribery,
and embezzlement, and invest in building houses, hotels/restaurants, or in trans-
port. Similarly corrupt commercial elites, religious leaders, international agency
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personnel, as well as international racketeers and their middle-men, smugglers,
money-dealers, pirates, and slavers and abductors, not to mention soldiers in
the warring armies and foreign troops, were among those who yielded substan-
tial benefits, and in many cases, became obscenely rich, by participating in the
grass-roots war economy.

It is anyone’s guess how many dollars are actually generated each year
through all extra-state activities worldwide, though, taken as a whole,
this represents one of the larger monetary and power blocs in the con-
temporary world. Nor does anyone know how many people are involved
in these exchanges in total, though the number will run into millions. But
indications of the extent of these sprawling networks are visible in studies
which have revealed details such as the following. As much as 20 per-
cent of the world’s financial deposits are located in unregulated banks
and off-shore locations (Lopez and Cortwright 1998). UN estimates of
illicit drugs earnings run at $500 billion a year (United Nations Research
Institute on Social Development 1995). Illicit weapons sales produce an-
other half trillion US dollars a year (Alves and Cipollone 1998). It is not
surprising to note that roughly one-half of Mozambique’s economy is gen-
erated non-formally, along with 58 percent of Kenya’s and 90 percent of
Angola’s. But it is interesting to note that over half of Russia’s economy,
50 percent of Italy’s, and up to 30 percent of the USA’s economy are
extra-state (Ayers 1996; Greif 1996). Even single non-formal industries
in the world’s smaller states can add up to significant sums: estimates of
Sierra Leone’s extra-state diamond earnings on the world market have
been placed as high as $500 million a year (Clement Jackson, economist,
UNDP, personal communication; Richards 1996).

Shadow networks, then, are not marginal to the world’s economies
and politics, but central to them. If we do not yet know the exact fi-
nancial and personnel strength of the non-formal sectors of the world,
perhaps more dangerously, we do not know how these vast sums affect
global (stock) markets, economic (non-)health, and political power con-
figurations. What we can surmise is that these extensive transnational
transactions comprise a significant section of the world’s economy, and
thus of the world’s power grids.

To summarize: extra-state political economies, licit or otherwise, are
more than sprawling value-neutral international market networks
(Appadurai 1996). They fashion economic possibilities, they execute po-
litical power, and, importantly, they constitute cultures, for these net-
works of power and exchange are governed by rules of exchange, codes
of conduct, hierarchies of deference and power – in short, as this chapter
will demonstrate, they are governed by social principles, not merely the
jungle law of tooth and claw.
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The development of war – Mozambique

In 1990, at the height of the war in Mozambique, I traveled to a remote
town in the middle of the country. It was remote, but it was of strategic
importance: it was the site of gem mines. This remote location, largely
forgotten in the sweep of nationwide war atrocities and power-war devel-
opment history, captures the deep linkages between shadows and war. As
I conducted interviews, I came across scores of stories from local civilians
and soldiers about the foreign white men and troops who passed through
to collect large quantities of precious gems. I also collected photographs of
soldier-drawn graffiti on the barren walls poking up from the bombed-out
buildings. The graffiti chronicled the war from the young bush soldier’s
perspective. There were pictures of battle plans; of helicopters strafing
villages and villagers; of soldiers proudly holding the latest in automatic
weapons. There were pictures of the human tragedies of war: soldiers
raping women, and old grandmothers carrying the wounded on their
backs.4 The drawings held a deeper truth: these soldiers were not merely
villagers fighting a local bush war – these were people trained in the latest
international technologies. Soldiers in tattered uniforms wield the latest
superpower arms. The pilots flying the helicopters have been trained in
cosmopolitan military centers. The methods of the rapes are enactments
of the latest pornographic magazines that are yet one more military cur-
rency in battle zones. The political slogans inscribed in the drawings are
battlecries forged in distant nations and other wars and carried across
time and continents by military allies, mercenaries, gem and arms run-
ners, military texts, and the latest fads in the Rambo genre.5 In these
graffiti and in these gem mines I saw perhaps as clearly as anywhere the
powerful intersections of local and transnational, and of the curious ways
power insinuates itself into the fabric of living and dying.

War requires enormous capital. This capital (and the resources it pur-
chases) is not rooted in a single country, nor a power bloc. It is inter-
national in the most fundamental sense. Consider the typical cycle: war
requires supplies, yet no government or rebel group can fully supply them-
selves solely by internal means. Nor can most governments support all
their political and military (financial) needs solely through government-
generated revenues and tax bases. Vendors of every necessity from fuel
through weapons systems to antibiotics span the globe, and vendors work

4 I took photos of these pictures, and a few have been published: see Nordstrom (1995,
1997, 1998).

5 See Richards (1996) for a discussion of the role of Rambo movies in directing paramilitary
ideology in Sierre Leone.
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for profit. They want political alliances, or they want hard currency. A
country at war rarely has the power to deny allies, or a currency that
is tendered internationally. A nation’s resources become hard currency:
oil, gems, gold, timber, seafood, ivory, and precious metals become the
tender of war-purchases. But these purchases may break a number of
laws, sanctions, and political alliances, both in the country doing the pur-
chasing and internationally. These proscriptions do not stop inter-state
trafficking in goods-for-arms; they just ensure the exchanges move into
non-formal or illegal channels. Thus, as a host of international diplomats
and allied advisors enter the country legally, mercenaries and rebels from
around the world cross unmarked borders. As goods from the many cos-
mopolitan production centers of the world are brought into the country
along formal channels, a plethora of mafias, informal trading, and sheer
blackmarketing slide through the interstices of the world’s states.

Consider the case of Mozambique during its fifteen-year post-indepen-
dence war (see Geffray 1990; Hanlon 1984, 1991; Isaacman and
Isaacman 1983; Minter 1994; Nordstrom 1997; Vines 1991; also see
War-Torn Societies Project unpublished documents). Mozambique at
that time was listed by the United Nations as being the poorest coun-
try on earth. How, then, did Mozambique foot the bills for a war that
raged nationwide? There are those who argue that bush wars – guerrilla
tactics and low-scale conventional warfare – are inexpensive. Those peo-
ple have not walked the frontlines of wars. Ironies abound in war, and
a classic image of such an irony in Mozambique was that of soldiers in
remote outposts sitting in tattered remnants of uniforms working state-of-
the-art cosmopolitan laptop sat-linked computer communications equip-
ment. What vast networks of exchange, corruption, and political power
moved computers, trainers, and communication links from urban centers
in peacetime countries to the remote outback of Mozambique? I had the
good fortune to meet some of the people in the chain of relationships that
moved this equipment into the bush in Mozambique.

The story is relatively straightforward: computers were circuitously
routed through various international ports to avoid sanctions, fees, and
in some cases laws. But the details marking such deliveries are not as
straightforward. It is common knowledge that cargo planes violate air-
space to deliver anything from illicit goods to weapons. But how this
is done without detection is less often considered. Discretion is para-
mount, and an unknown or foreign plane is likely to call attention. In
Mozambique, the familiar workhorses of the air were the national air-
lines, limited to a handful of planes, a few small freight lines, and sev-
eral humanitarian cargo services. The airplanes used in humanitarian aid
were provided by international businesses, and paid for by large INGO
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service groups and governmental agencies such as USAID. In these cases,
the humanitarian aid was shipped to war-torn civilian centers under
Frelimo government authority. Unbeknownst to the aid donors, planes
were sometimes hired out in secret to another customer. Under cover of
night, the planes crossed international borders, picked up illicit cargo, in-
cluding computers, and delivered the cargo to military base camps deep
in the interior of Mozambique. Payments were flown out in everything
from cash to the hard currencies of gems, precious goods, and human
workers. The next morning the planes were again flying humanitarian
service routes.

A substantial network of people is necessary to move supplies from a
computer company to a base camp in Mozambique. Shipment requires
not only airplanes, but pilots, mechanics, technicians, loaders, “border-
experts” (who figure out how to navigate every restriction from air traffic
control to border guards and military checkpoints), and a host of others
who make such transfers possible. Many of these people are not from
the country receiving the goods, but represent a truly international cast:
trained pilots, military advisors, and technicians for sophisticated com-
puters and weaponry. They are cosmopolitan professionals, working out
of the world’s urban centers. They thus bring with them not only their
areas of expertise, but the cultural underpinnings of their own political,
economic, and social agendas. War in the outback of Mozambique is
infused with the politics and personal foibles of every advisor, trainer,
profiteer, and mercenary who passes through Mozambique, or any other
war zone.

This network along which computers and armaments flowed is not an
isolated, single series of economic links. Broaching borders, bypassing
laws and regulations, transferring illicit goods and personnel, and secur-
ing the service of specialists is time-consuming, difficult, and dangerous.
People thus use existing networks. Computers flow along similar routes to
those traveled by the weapons, mercenaries, and other goods coming into
a war zone; as do the gems, human cargo, and precious materials coming
out of a war zone to pay for military necessities. This is not to say that
there is one large transnational network that all war supplies and illicit
goods move along, for that is clearly ridiculous. Instead, I am pointing out
that networks are constituted by complex economic and political alliances
that can involve, as Reno’s chapter in this volume shows, multinational
corporations and political rulers. As Castells (1998: 169) writes:

This internationalization of criminal activities induces organized crime from dif-
ferent countries to establish strategic alliances to cooperate, rather than fight,
on each other’s turf, through subcontracting arrangements, and joint ventures,
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whose business practice closely follows the organizational logic of what I identified
as “the network enterprise,” characteristic of the Information Age. Furthermore,
the bulk of the proceeds of these activities are by definition globalized, through
their laundering via global financial arrangements.

Though Castells is writing specifically of criminal networks, I want to
underscore that the international transfers I speak of here often blur the
boundaries of legal and illegal. Gems, ivory, oil, and other goods and
resources brought out of rebel areas to pay for military supplies cannot
be said to fit the description of legal or illegal: international law applies
to formal states, not to rebel-held regions. The computers and weapons
coming in from cosmopolitan centers may be purchased legally by mid-
dlepeople, sent along formal legal channels for a part of their journey,
and then enter quasi-legal and illicit channels. The financial gains from
these exchanges are reinfused into the global economy either directly or
through laundering, and impact global economic in/stability in ways that
are as yet poorly understood.

It is perhaps useful here to add an example that involves the more
lethal aspects of war. One day, flying in the cockpit with humanitarian
pilots ferrying food and emergency supplies to a bombed-out region, I
saw a sheet of flame eating its way across the countryside such as I have
never seen before or since. Viewed from the cockpit of an old DC3, it
appeared hundreds of meters high, yet – and the image struck me then –
as thin as a giant shower curtain drawn across the landscape. It snaked its
way, unbroken, across a good kilometer, perhaps more. It was hundreds
of kilometers from any provincial capital: only those directly involved or
passing by in an emergency supply plane would ever see it. Every formal
war statement by the various militaries denied the use of napalm-category
inflammables in the Mozambican war. But I questioned this being na-
palm. I have wondered whether it represented some new “product” of
some country in the world looking for some place, some war far from
prying political and journalist eyes, to test it. It becomes an interesting
project to track all the paths necessary for that sheet of flame to wind
its way across the interior of central Mozambique. Who authorized this,
selected the product from overseas vendors, negotiated with providers,
transported it along “blind” channels outside formal public accounting?
Who taught troops in its use, flew the mission, and got killed? Who paid
for it and how? All told, what does it cost – both in financial and in po-
litical terms – to dump a load of flammable explosives over a town in a
military exercise?

The economic answer is in part supplied by returning to the planes
that flew humanitarian supplies and aid. A wartime economy can yield
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considerable riches for the canny and the powerful, and these riches move
far beyond war supplies. They also move beyond the military. At times
these aircraft were taken, under cover of secrecy and unbeknownst to
international donors and local officials, from their aid service to fly in-
dustrial components, luxury goods, electronic equipment, vehicles, and
a plethora of other goods to various places in Mozambique. Business-
people, profiteers, industrial wildcatters, and politicians engaged in war
economies, both legal and illegal, and reaped untold profits. The paths of
their trade often followed the same routes as war supplies and employed
similar border-crossing and law-evading strategies.

This is not merely the movement of goods around a country. Consider
the fact that the parallel economy sets the black, or street, exchange rate
for currency, and that this street rate is considered by many, including
the banks, the IMF, and governmental agencies, as the accurate one. The
official bank rate is often more a political than a factual rendering. The
businesspeople with the power to commandeer humanitarian aircraft for
private use, to set up wartime economic enterprises, and to dictate eco-
nomic policy on the ground are also the people who set the daily street
currency exchange rates. Not the government, not formal international
governmental economic alliances. The true value of currency, in these in-
stances, is set in the shadows. It is set according to transactions that partake
of formal and shadow economic and political realities. And it is this that
undergirds the foundations of economy.

The links between the shadows and the formal sector should be evident
by now: profiteers assist the transfer of military goods and payments in
precious resources; these profits fuel formal businesses as well, and the
profits – both material and political – that can be gained in business can
be converted into political power when successful businesspeople run
for office or back others of their choice. Military, business, and politics
intersect in these transactions that blur il/legal distinctions, and public
policies are often in actuality crafted in the shadows.

The gains are as international as the goods that produce them. A
ground-eye view demonstrates the “war payments:” coastlines fished out
by foreign trawlers for millions of dollars’ worth of seafood shipped inter-
nationally; gem mines hosting a brisk, lucrative, and illegal international
trade; war orphans sold into international prostitution and labor rings;
looted goods being carried across borders to purchase everything from
luxury items to war supplies; future resource (oil, timber, land-lease, in-
dustrial) rights sold off to (super)power and multinational corporation
interests. While “armies,” as Chingono (1996: 106) calls them, of local
profiteers risked their lives smuggling, poaching, slaving, money chang-
ing, etc. in Mozambique, the true benefits went outside Mozambique:
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On the contrary, it was the “big fish,” the professional racketeers in their fancy
suits and posh cars, not only from Mozambique but from other countries as far
north as Zaire, Nigeria and Sierra Leone and Germany. Indeed, by 1992 Maputo
had become a “camp haven” for foreign dealers, who resided in the city’s hotels,
and who were busily creaming off the wealth of the country and setting up big
“legal” enterprises in their own home countries . . . In short, trafficking involved
a number of actors, interwoven in an extensive worldwide network linking local
dealers to international barons, and with respect to Renamo, to arms peddlers in
the informal international arms market.6

I have written elsewhere that a vast international cast of characters
moves across war zones offering every possible commodity, including
the intangible ones of ideological commitments, alliances, soft aid, and
propaganda (Nordstom 1995, 1997). Each of these actors moves within a
cultural system that imparts meaning, values, and emotional orientations
to the commodities they move. This is core to understanding “networks”
as I use the term here: they are systems imbued with and inseparable
from the currents of culture, power, ideology, and social significances of
the people and politics that comprise them. They are not free of such
considerations as ethnicity, affiliation, nationalism, inequality, and thus
of identity (Appadurai 1996; Pasha 1997; Wilmsen and McAllister 1996;
Zulaika and Douglas 1996). For example, foreign advisors not only train
soldiers in the use of weapons; they also impart ideas and ideals about
who should use that weapon, who it can and cannot be used against,
and how to rationalize these usages. Diplomats and non-governmental
aid organizations variously seek to retool ideas of who may and may
not be targeted, and to impart emotive ideologies to violations of what
are defined as basic human rights. International black-marketeers can
support an honorable trade in hard-to-obtain medicines, or an immoral
one in child prostitution – both supporting certain war and economic
practices, however moral or immoral they may be.

The cultures each player brings to a war zone help shape the very no-
tions of what war is, what future political systems are possible, what peace
is tolerable. The compendium of state and extra-state transactions config-
ures the shape and character of the country, and the ways in which people,
as a society, meet their basic needs. An “internal war” is a very “inter-
state” fact and international construction. It is a cultural hybrid. It is here
we can most clearly see the intersections of local actors and transnational

6 Chingono goes on to say that “Local rumours abound that some of the NGOs and
international agency personnel were also involved in this racketeering” (1996: 106). It is
important to realize that corruption and extra-state activities do not pass solely through
local governments and suspect characters. Those who may be on the forefront of aid may
as well be in the backyard of profiteering.
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actualities, and cultural orientations are the product – created in the
interactions of actors in the larger world of meaning and action. As
Campbell (1996: 23) notes: “Likewise, neither is ‘everyday life’ a syn-
onym for the local level, for in it global interconnections, local resis-
tances, transterritorial flows, state politics, regional dilemmas, identity
formations, and so on are always already present. Everyday life is thus a
transversal site of contestations rather than a fixed level of analysis.”

As with all human social endeavor, people must share a number of
cultural presuppositions in order to interact. Thus, people follow codes
of conduct and rules of behavior when engaging in illicit transactions as
developed as those followed by people interacting in legally recognized
society. People must know with whom they can and cannot engage, how
these patterns of association must evolve, and where they can take place
(Ross 1997a, 1997b). “Corruption,” writes Gambetta, “requires trust”
(Gambetta 1997b: 59). Quite simply, people must trust that the people
they are acting in concert with are acting in good faith, that these people
will not denounce, betray, shoot, or otherwise harm them (Gellner 1989).

Return, by way of example, to the appropriated humanitarian flights
commandeered by businesspeople in Mozambique. Let us say on a par-
ticular run they are transporting (German-made) cars and lorries stolen
in Johannesburg and Maputo, (French- and Japanese-made) industrial
equipment for their factories and (Russian-made) weapons for the mili-
tias guarding their interests, some (United States-made) computers and
(Chinese-made) electronic equipment both for their own use and to sell
or barter, and luxury items such as (European) alcohol, (American)
cigarettes, (Western and Indian) videos, and (open market) foodstuffs
for profiteering. For a businessperson to pick up cargo at point X and
fly it to point Y an extended chain of associations, and of trust, must
be in place. The cargo itself is transnational, and businesspeople must
trust that the middlepeople in the chain of shipments do not release their
names to authorities or steal their cargo; they must trust that the border
guards and customs officials do not arrest their minions, implicate them,
or steal their cargo. As these are international alliances, people cannot
rely exclusively on family, ethnic, and national loyalties, but must forge
associations across distinct language and identity groupings. To fly the
cargo, the businesspeople require aircraft, pilots, mechanics, loaders, and
a host of workers from air traffic controllers to aviation fuel attendants.
The levels of trust extend exponentially from here: the officials who over-
see flights must be bribed, kept in the dark, or otherwise compensated;
the pilots, mechanics, and other professionals must be trusted to do their
work without breaking loyalties or stealing the cargo. As these profession-
als are themselves cosmopolitan and come from numerous language and
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ethnic groups, the chances for betrayal are extensive, and thus trust is a
finely honed business survival strategy. These businesspeople transport
everything from personal items to industrial components, and a percent-
age of these will by necessity pass through some form of governmental
(or military) regulatory agency. To open an industry in a war zone, to
have the only all-terrain vehicle in a town, and to have the means to set
the currency exchange rates in a region all invite regulatory inspection.
Gains associated with these exchanges can be of such proportions that
they can result in confiscation, imprisonment, or a death sentence. The
businesspeople must also trust that their alliances with regulatory and
security officials are strong, hidden, or important enough to avoid any of
these disadvantageous outcomes. They must also trust that other busi-
nesspeople at any point in this chain of transfers will not simply shoot
them and take their goods. This whole process of transfer and trust is
then reversed as the payments for these goods and services are conveyed
back along the networks.

At each step of the way illicit, gray, and legal institutions intersect:
middlepeople transfer legal purchases across unmarked borders; pilots
paid in Eurodollars with pension funds taken out by their employers fly
uncharted runs with unrecorded merchandise and personnel; business-
people evade taxes bringing unlicensed goods into legal industries; gov-
ernment officials set regulatory law and simultaneously grease the flow of
illicit goods into development industries. Without trust, such vast enter-
prises are impossible, and networks could not function. The fact that a
significant proportion of paramilitary and military goods and personnel –
and of a nation’s development infrastructure – passes through the shad-
ows shows that the trust, however difficult it is to negotiate, does work.
The fact that large-scale massacres, wars, and trails of dead bodies mark
shadow networks to no greater extent than they do states attests to the
fact that the systems function efficiently (Gambetta 1988b). This is no
mean feat when we consider that we are talking of millions of people ex-
changing billions of dollars’ worth of goods and services.7 Gellner (1989:
150) highlights the irony in this: “The Hobbesian problem arises from
the assumption that anarchy, absence of enforcement, leads to distrust
and social disintegration . . . but there is a certain amount of interesting

7 Gambetta (1988a: 230, emphasis in original) stresses a key consideration here in writing
that “economizing on trust is not as generalizable a strategy as might at first appear, and
that, if it is risky to bank on trust, it is just as risky to fail to understand how it works,
what forces other than successful cooperation bring it about, and how it relates to the
conditions of cooperation. Considering the extremely limited literature on this crucial
subject it seems that economizing on trust and economizing on understanding it have
been unjustifiably conflated.”
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empirical evidence which points the other way. The paradox is: it is
precisely anarchy which engenders trust or, if you want to use another
name, which engenders social cohesion.” And in a final irony, Gambetta
(1997a: 59) observes a democratizing element in mafias’ corruption:
“the mafia democratizes access to rents for colluding firms in a cartel.
By increasing the number of firms able to participate in a cartel and
protecting their access to rents, the mafia ensures widespread participa-
tion. Firms are no longer afraid to join cartels because they no longer
fear that other firms will jump the queue, submit competing bids, and
so on.”

As I have pointed out, shadow networks do not always involve cor-
ruption. Nor, in response to the quotes above, are they always restricted
to powerful interests pursuing profits. As Chingono (1996: 114) shows,
they represent concerns that range from the rational to the religious:

Although operating within these constraints, the grass-roots war economy was
more predictable and rational in many respects than the official one. Illegal and
unrecorded trade was not haphazard but institutionalized, operating according
to a system of rules known to all participants. Examples included the standard-
ized equivalences observed for barter transactions, the set rate for paying border
guides, the arrangements set up for the terms of clientage, and the reciprocal
obligations of other personal ties. The organization of a grass-roots war econ-
omy depended to a great extent on these reciprocal obligations of personal ties.
The trust and confidence inspired by personal relations or common cultural
background provided the reliability and predictability that were conspicuously
lacking in the official economy. To some extent, therefore, the grass-roots war
economy generated alternative economic opportunities for people as well as an
alternative society, with parallel religio-economic institutions alongside official
ones.

Extra-state exchanges are not a minor chapter in the book of polit-
ical relations. Vast amounts of wealth and goods change hands along
extra-state networks during wars, and sophisticated national and inter-
national machinery must be in place for these exchanges to occur. It
is here we can most visibly see the intersections of formal state institu-
tions and extra-state networks in one and the same place: the simulta-
neous existence of different configurations of power shaping extant political
realities.

Consider an example from the non-formal realm. A military that seeks
to acquire goods and arms in ways that violate international laws and
sanctions, or that it cannot cover through state taxes, must raise money
through alternative “hard currencies” (whether through bargaining the
state’s resources or downright illicit actions); it must negotiate gray and
black international markets.
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While at the same time in the formal realm a military must rely on
internal security systems for backing and on internal judicial systems for
support.

Essentially, a country’s political institutions – and the ideologies shap-
ing them – must be in line to support the cause of political control by
removing distinctions between in/formal policies and il/legal actions when
it is politically and militarily expedient to do so. Non(-formal) state-based
and criminal activities become embedded in the everyday functioning of
the country’s governing institutions. This is not to say everyone is impli-
cated, for they are not. Nor is it to say that the institutions are fundamen-
tally criminal, for they are not.

I have already pointed out that criminal and extra-state should not be
considered synonymous. In the same way, network alliances and state
practices cannot be conflated. They represent two distinct modes of
power and exchange, and they are capable of operating in the same sphere
of influence – that is to say, networks and state structures intersect, but they
do not give up their own identity in this intersection. For example, if a military
needs to engage in extra-state activities to raise money, procure necessi-
ties, and conduct operations, it will encounter formal state barriers. To
survive, these barriers must be bridged, and the bridges consist of pro-
fessionals who operate both formally and non-formally: law enforcement
personnel who assist the military in illicit operations, customs officials
who turn a blind eye to cross-border trade, and judges whose courts do
not ferret out or prosecute military excesses or extra-state activities. I
return to my point above: this does not mean a country’s core institu-
tions are fundamentally corrupted. A view that posits such corruption is
based in an “either/or” position that posits a state – as the paramount
political entity – as healthy or failing. Instead, I underscore here the ways
in which power adheres to states and to extra-state networks and each
arena variously configures political and economic realities in any given
context.

Political violence reconfigures a society’s most fundamental political
and social institutions. Reconfiguring a society’s core institutions essen-
tially amounts to redefining both the nation and the state. And redefining
a state can reconfigure international relations. It is here that we can begin
to investigate my observation that the self-same extra-state networks that
leave a country dangerously militarized may also be the primary mech-
anism whereby development can begin to restructure war-devastated
economies. In these conditions the complexities of power become appar-
ent as new forms of authority emerge to challenge established governing
structures, or to fill vacuums left in the wake of failing state institutions
and crippled regimes – for good or for bad.
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War and development – Angola

Angola continues to face ongoing cycles of war in the conflict between the
MPLA government and Savimbi’s rebel UNITA forces. The impact of
this political violence on the citizens of the country has been devastating:
a million people have lost their lives to the post-independence war, and in
2000 there were 1.7 million internally displaced people. Conditions, for
many, seem impossible. Since the resurgence of the war after Savimbi lost
the 1992 elections to the MPLA government, Savimbi’s UNITA troops
have controlled some two-thirds of the country, primarily the rural areas
and the regions of food production. The MPLA controls the major cities
and infrastructure, and the flow of hard goods. Areas of no-man’s-land
divide the two powers and their resources. UNITA has food, but not
commodities. Those in MPLA-controlled towns have goods, but little
food. When I was in southern Africa in 1997, a representative of the
government of Angola estimated that 60 percent of the population was
malnourished or starving. Civil and military crime and violence are ram-
pant. Military repression and forced settlements are common. People in
many locations in the country live amidst the rubble of war ruins and
pick their way across landmine-strewn roads and fields,8 largely bereft of
social services, of a viable economy, of freedom of movement, and of ac-
cess to the resources necessary to rectify these conditions. A key question
in my research was that of how people in such conditions survived at all.
It is not a question classical theories of economics or development easily
address.

An irony in this analysis is that the very extra-state activities I have
been discussing are also those by which a significant amount of devel-
opment and more stable transitional peacetime economies are created.
Traditional economic textbooks and much INGO wisdom posit conflict
transformation and development as taking place through the strengthen-
ing of societies’ formal infrastructures (Hancock 1989; Lawson 1997).
Thus aid and development monies go to existing state institutions and
officials to instigate formal programs. My fieldwork suggests this model
little matches the actual dynamics of reconstruction.

Consider the conditions that characterize wartime and greet most post-
war societies. In addition to militarized and decimated infrastructure,
agricultural lands lie fallow, and water sources may be polluted. Old
currencies may have collapsed, and with them, banking systems. New

8 I went out with the de-mining group Halo Trust in Huambo and Kuito provinces. The
locations that average civilians most need to survive are heavily mined: roadways, water
sources, fields, and buildings. Illustrating the international character of war, in one spot
they found landmines from thirty-three different countries.
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currencies may be only as valuable as the paper they are printed on in
international markets. Even the most legal of companies – those that
haven’t been bombed, looted, raided, or taken over – find they have to
exchange monies, and possibly goods, on the blackmarket. Currency ex-
change rates often fluctuate to extreme levels, making formal business
transactions virtually impossible: who can buy goods one day not know-
ing if they will sell them for a profit or a loss the next day depending on
the vicissitudes of a powerful, but formally uncontrolled, financial mar-
ket? In 1996 in Angola, I exchanged US dollars variously for 120,000,
200,000, and 270,000 kwanza in the space of a week: a rollercoaster
of currency valuations. If I bought kwanza at 270,000 per US dollar,
I worked not to spend money necessitating more currency exchanges
when the price dropped below 200,000. When I bought at 120,000 and
the prices soared to 270,000, I paid over twice the amount for goods as
those who had changed at more auspicious times. By 1998, I received
nearly half a million kwanza for a US dollar. What industry can function
in such financial uncertainty? But of course, who takes kwanza anyway?
Most goods must be networked across numerous international borders:
war-devastated countries often are unable to produce many of the basics
they need, much less the luxury items. To buy internationally requires
“hard currency” from dollars and marks to gold and guns. To raise these
resources frequently entails having to gray or blackmarket local resources.
The bread and butter industries – and by that I mean the basic indus-
tries of everyday life from bakeries through clothing manufacturers to
equipment plants – do not survive easily in these conditions (driven out
as well by landmines, roving militias, severe corruption, and destroyed
trade routes), and pack up to leave for greener pastures.

In countries like Angola, it is difficult to distinguish what is wartime and
what is peace. When I was in Angola in the summer of 1998, technically
the UN was implementing peace accords, and demobilization was pro-
gressing. Technically a government integrating the MPLA government
and the UNITA rebel forces was voted in during 1997. Technically there
was peace in Angola. But it was a very violent peace. All professional and
aid workers were restricted to capital cities because of the intensity of
fighting countrywide. Tens of thousands of refugees flooded more secure
areas. People from outlying provinces were evacuated, as several told me,
“dodging heavy fire and jumping over piles of dead bodies.” For people
in Angola, the country was suffering war. But in formal diplomatic terms
peace prevailed. The contradictions were profound: while the head of
Catholic Relief Services was scrambling to make sure her fieldworkers
were alive and safe, she received notice from international headquarters
that workers’ hazard pay had been stopped as Angola was now classified
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as “at peace.” For locals the contradictions could be lethal: conscription
sweeps became so intense that young men were taken from the major
streets of the capital heedless of watching journalists, UN officials, or
family members. Each military’s need for supplies and the money to
purchase these increased, while social services often slowed to paralysis
and wildcatting of goods and services escalated substantially.

Who then thrives in such economies? From urban centers to remote
rural communities there are those who do well in such conditions, who
profit from the political instability or social chaos that reduces legal re-
straints. Informal markets surface to provide the daily requirements to
the broad spectrum of citizens. Non-formal banking systems emerge
to transfer funds and provide loans. Gray market economies function
on the borders between government regulations and practical survival,
between formal international systems and the realities of daily life. Black-
markets can function on a massive scale. For example, at the time of
the collapse of Mobutu’s reign in Zaire in mid-1997, highly organized
traffickers were smuggling out 80 percent of Zaire’s diamond wealth.
Figures were not mentioned for Zaire’s cobalt and copper trafficking, ex-
cept to mention it has amounted to a “king’s ransom”(Bearzi 1977). In
the mid-1990s, fully half of Mozambique’s GNP was smuggled out of
the country illegally, primarily in gems and mineral wealth, and seafood
from the coastlines. Mafias and international cartels function smoothly
in these circumstances, as do multinational industries and consortia with
wildcatting enterprises. In many ways, these non-formal markets parallel,
and even make use of, colonial-style market systems: simple extractions of
labor and resources channeled along equally simple routes to cosmopoli-
tan centers around the world.

These are the conditions of a frontier: the perilous transport of daily
necessities to the millions who need them; the wildcatting of vast for-
tunes; and the systems of protection, usury, and domination that see
these various ventures to fruition. From kindly women trading tomatoes
for medicines, through mafias trading in gems, drugs, and high-tech com-
puters, to violent gun runners selling post-war weapons to urban crimi-
nals, the non-formal sector steps into the limelight in these transitional
times.

One can start anywhere in mapping these networks: from the “noc-
turnal” military flights from Namibia into Angola carrying in medicines,
food, and clothing and carrying out gems, to the massive trade in every-
thing from food grains to weapons along the border of the Democratic
Republic of Congo. I would like to start an example of the mapping of
these shadow networks with a small boy I met in a town in the center
of Angola that had been completely bombed out during the 1993–1994
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battles. The fighting took place in the center of town: a dividing line down
the main street marked the division between the government forces and
Savimbi’s UNITA forces. The loss of civilian life was extensive, number-
ing in the tens of thousands. War orphans are one of war’s more tragic
legacies. I befriended some of the orphaned street children, and struck
up a conversation with a boy below the age of ten. He was selling foreign
brand cigarettes, and I asked him about it. “One of the businessmen sells
them to me and I sell them on the streets for a little profit.” “How do you
start out if you have no money to buy?” I asked. “He gives them to you to
start with, and you must come back to share the profits.” “And if you
cannot make a profit, or if some larger street kid takes your cigarettes?” I
inquired. “Then your life can be short, like in the war.” We began walking
down the street, and he showed me the shop of the man who “sponsored”
him. In a bombed-out building (all the town’s buildings were in ruins),
new gleaming television sets, VCRs, and other luxury items peeked out
from darkened backrooms – darkened as much by a lack of electricity and
repair as for protection. In a town bereft of basic foods and electricity,
much less a table to put a television set on, cosmopolitan dreams from
the world’s urban centers called out to passersby without shirts or shoes.
But someone had to have the means to buy these luxury items, and to
use them. People who did not deal in the local currency, kwanza. People
who dealt in resources that translated to hard “international currency:”
gems, medicines, weapons, precious resources, prostitution, and illegal
substances.

A vast network stretched from this town in central Angola through its
gem mines and along its valuable resources, through troops and civilians,
profiteers and thieves, and then across international borders to link into
large exchange systems that operate both legally and illegally, running all
the way to far-flung mafias and superpower urban commodity centers.
The irony made me stop and sit on the crumbled curb with the boy.
“You mean,” I asked, “that if you didn’t sell cigarettes for this shyster
that you would not be able to eat?” “What is a shyster?” the child replied.
A question that cuts to the heart of the matter in war-torn societies:
this child selling foreign cigarettes on bomb-cratered roads far from the
world’s economic centers links into global extra-state economies that reap
trillions annually.

The man who fronts cigarettes to street children is a prime example of
a lynch pin in the intersection of shadow transactions, business develop-
ment, and political power. Like the businesspeople in Mozambique, he
is linked into international networks capable of bringing valuable goods
across international borders; he is linked with networks inside Angola
that produce the resources that can convert to the hard currency to buy
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these goods; and he is linked with formal state systems in running his
business and developing his industries. With financial and business suc-
cess – that is to say, with power, and with all the alliances that attend
to these – this man also has political power. He can back politicians, he
can formulate policy through major state institutions, or he can stand for
office directly. He can also work in INGOs, become a UN representa-
tive, sit on multilateral trade boards, or attend forums on international
law. He will be unlikely to give up his network alliances, or his reliance
on the shadows, when he enters a formal state role. As I wrote above,
with wildly fluctuating currencies, war-locked economies, and a coun-
try where 90 percent of the economy is non-formal, he probably could
not conduct business solely along formal lines even if he wanted to. But
as the young street child cigarette vendor reminded me, why would he
want to? It is where he acquired money and power in the first place. As
Castells (1998: 178) notes, there is a “thin line between criminal traffic
and government-inspired trade.”

The development of Angola is largely jump-started along non-formal
economic lines – far from the laws and taxes of failed government in-
stitutions. Here we can see the traditional divisions of “informal” econ-
omy and “high-tech gray/blackmarket networks” are both theoretically
and practically misleading. Gems are traded for armaments and VCRs,
which are brokered for cigarettes which are bartered for basic food. As
with the war orphan selling cigarettes, the old woman carrying tomatoes
into food-impoverished communities is linked into the same system as the
man who is carrying out gems worth $20 million. Seeds and electronic
equipment are smuggled in along similar routes to armaments. It is in
this way that people gain the means to plant crops, start up industries,
develop trade routes, and further development. As Chingono (1996: 109)
observes, “In other words, the grass-roots war economy – a by-product of
violence – has offered the participants involved relative freedom from the
suffocating grip of the state and from (direct) exploitation by big capital,
as well as freedom of movement across national-boundaries in spite of
the celebrated sanctity of the nation-state.”

The final irony in this is that virtually all aid and loan dollars go through
government channels. The government that controls only 10 percent of
the economy in Angola;9 the government whose banks are largely closed
because military spending, failed institutions, and corruption have taken
their lasting toll.

9 This figure comes from the UN Development Program, Humanitarian Assistance
Coordination Unit (UCAH), World Bank, and many INGOs (personal communication
in interviews). See also Human Rights Watch Arms Project (1994); Maier (1996); Minter
(1994).
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A question evolved from this research, a question that I incorporated
into my ethnography of the shadows:

If the formal sector is largely inoperational; if what is operational largely assists
the fortunes of very few and for the most part barely affects the daily life of the
population as a whole; and if the massive informal market (including gray, brown,
and black) largely sustains the population as a whole – where does actual political
and economic (post-war) rebuilding power come from?

It was a question I put to numerous INGO development workers and
economists.10 From Angola to Mozambique, most responded that non-
formal economies are central to development processes. But answers were
vague as to exactly what comprises non-formal economic and political
powers: who is involved, how they work, and what relationships hold
between non-formal and formal economies both nationally and interna-
tionally. In the discussions of non-formal and extra-state activities, there
is a general tendency to postulate that non-formal markets, whether of
Africa or of Eastern Europe and Asia, are the result of a combination
of changing political regimes, social transitions, and economic oppor-
tunism. The belief is that as these countries settle down in the course of
normal state development, their economies will become increasingly de-
fined by state-regulated institutions. In this view, while illegal goods (e.g.
drugs and weapons) and service rings (e.g. mercenaries and prostitution)
will always exist in the countries of the world, they comprise a marginal
part of the world’s real economy.

My research to date suggests we need to rethink these assumptions. As
Chingono (1996: 115) writes, “the informal economy seems here to stay,

10 As part of my ethnography of the shadows, I interviewed a number of representatives
and economists from major INGOs on their views on the relationships of non-formal
economies to the formal sector, and to development policy. These included UNDP,
World Bank, UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP, UN-UCAH, Save the Children, Africare, CRS,
Christian Children’s Fund, IMC, Halo Trust, USAID/US embassy and other embassy
officials, WHO, UNESCO, ICRC, Italian Aid, Concern, MSF, Oxfam, Care, World
Vision, Red Barne, and journalists, among others.

The senior economists of the World Bank and UNDP provide two (fairly common)
points on the spectrum of answers I received. The head of the World Bank responded:
“We simply don’t deal with those things, they are not issues we are concerned with.” Dr.
Aboagye, the senior economist of the UNDP office, gave a completely different answer:
“We have a serious interest in figuring out how people actually survive in these (seem-
ingly impossible) conditions; how the informal and illegal markets work in affecting the
dynamics of economic realities of the country; and where the true bases of economic
power are located in the economy – but like most formal agencies, we are bound, by
mandate, to dealing with formal economic arenas only. To compound matters, classical
and contemporary economic theory simply does not have the capacity to deal with these
questions.”

For research on related issues, see Callaghy and Ravenhill (1993); Fox and Starn
(1997); Hanlon (1996); Hansen (1997); MacGaffey (1991); Richards (1996).
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and may even become the mainstay of the economy.” On a larger scale,
local non-formal economies link with worldwide economic and political
concerns: I can stand in the most remote war zones of the world and watch
a veritable supermarket of goods move into and out of the country. Trac-
ing the supply routes of these goods takes one through both major and
minor economic centers of the world. The sanctions-regulated satellite-
linked laptop computers I saw on the battlefields of Africa were made in
major cosmopolitan centers of the world, and the gold, diamonds, ivory,
and seafood that pay for these commodities move along the same chan-
nels back to those cosmopolitan centers. These international transactions
are not comprised such luxury goods alone. Clothing, watches, industrial
components, VCRs, books, and medical supplies travel these same routes.
At the bottom line, it would appear that non-formal economies play a
formidable role in countries such as Japan, Germany, and the USA as well
as in areas of more rapid economic and political change and development
– when the gems and oil of Angola buy computers and armaments (or
clothing, medicines, and VCRs) from cosmopolitan centers, the money
helps define the financial realities of these centers, regardless of whether
it arrives through formal or shadow means. All these factor into corporate
sales, bank (laundered) revenues, stock market prices, cost of living in-
dices, and so on, whether these facts are recognized in formal analyses or
not. “The flexible connection of these criminal networks in international
networks,” writes Castells (1998: 167) “constitutes an essential feature
of the new global economy.”

These realities are belied in development programs. Virtually every aid,
development, and economic enhancement organization deals directly,
and generally exclusively, through the formal sector, which, in turn, deals
little with the vast majority of people in countries such as Angola. So most
of the development monies coming into the country are going into the
formal sector that, to a large extent, is taking money out of the country,
either in agreements such as large weapon and foreign goods purchases,
or in corruption. The last issue is critical: the corruption that is cur-
rently a prime topic of concern in development circles has its main font
in the formal sector – the formal sector through which intergovernmental
loans and aid monies are channeled. In addition, aid may well be chan-
neled into the very structures that are most likely to foment continuing
conflicts.

Few economic indices and political theories have been constructed to
show – with the degree of complexity and detail accorded to studies of
formal political and market institutions – the interpenetrations between
state, formal, and non-formal economic realities shaping political vio-
lence and peace in the world today. If this seems overstated, consider
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finding a World Bank, International Monetary Fund, or United Nations
single country or international fact sheet publication that charts non-
formal economic and political indicators alongside, and in relation to,
formal indices; or economic indices that chart how the wealth created
by extra-state gem and weapon sales affects, for example, European and
Asian stock markets or international currency valuations. When I ask WB,
IMF, and UN economic specialists why there is a dearth of such data,
they typically reply: “Such work is dangerous.” The implied assumption
is that it is dangerous because it can be aligned to criminal networks and
they are, by definition, dangerous. If you study gem smugglers and gun
runners – or the underside of security – you might end up little more
than the statistics you are collecting. But perhaps the better question is:
“dangerous to whom?” If these networks of power, services, and goods
rival formal state structures in important ways, non-formal economies
do not merely represent monetary concerns; they can comprise socio-
political powerhouses. Considerable fortunes are made and lost outside
the traditional formal sector, and these fortunes intersect with formal
states and economies in myriad complex ways. In truth, the divisions
between non-formal and formal states and economies are far less dis-
tinct than classical theory and popular discourse would have. The danger
might thus be to our very conceptions of power and economy, to our the-
ories about the nature of the relationships between state, individual, and
authority.

Postscript

Anthropologists have long worked with multiple nodes and trajectories
of power defining any given site (Bhabha 1994, Comaroff and Comaroff
1991, Fabian 1990, Tambiah 1996, Taussig 1987). Heuristically, the
state represents one such model: a form of organizing power that coa-
lesced after the Middle Ages along territorially bounded, legally codified,
and representationally hierarchical lines. Concurrent systems, such as
the shadow powers I discuss here, operate coexistentially across time and
space. Understanding the complexities and relationships between differ-
ent configurations of power is crucial to grappling with the dilemmas of
war, development, and peace, whether in Mozambique and Angola or in
Europe and Asia.

The relationships holding between different formulations of power
do not stay constant. As the modern (Enlightenment) state is recon-
figured by the realities of twenty-first-century globalization, the nodes
of socio-political and economic power shift as well. In the same way
that the international networks of traders during the time of kingdoms
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helped preconfigure the modern state, and their market tribunals pre-
saged contemporary international law – the shadow sovereigns of to-
day may foreshadow new power formulations barely emergent on the
horizons of political and economic possibility. It may be convenient to
think that globalism most powerfully affects the cosmopolitan centers of
the world. But perhaps, as Ngugi (1993) implies in Moving the Centre,
Mozambique and Angola, Africa and Asia, are the sites where new con-
figurations of power shaping the world are most visible. For it is here that
flexibility, the breakdown of entrenched institutionalization, the politics
of survival, and the creativity of development meet in the most direct of
ways.



11 New sovereigns? Regulatory authority in
the Chad Basin

Janet Roitman

The frontiers of power are changing. Or at least this is what we are com-
pelled to conclude when we see how transformations in local, inter- and
transnational politico-economic relations have caused unprecedented re-
lationships in the contemporary world. This is evident in instances of
mass mediation, which have allowed community and place to become
largely unhinged, and in the transnational realms created by new finan-
cial instruments and technologies, where time and place are uncoupled
and hence jurisdiction unsettled. Under the somewhat vague rubric of
“globalization,” these complicated phenomena are apprehended in terms
of certain tropes: territory, place, and space are perhaps foremost among
them.1 Their predominance has significant consequences for how we con-
front the problem of transformations in the nature of power and authority
in the world today.

This emphasis on space and place – on the changing geography of
power – is, of course, warranted. A great part of what we are witness-
ing – the increasing mobility of capital and labor, the intensification of
disciplinary mechanisms and regulatory authority associated with world
financial institutions, the rupture of boundaries brought on by new tech-
nologies and media forms, and the extension of diasporas as distinct geo-
political entities – results from, and contributes to, the destabilization of
the territorializing project of the nation-state (most clearly demonstrated
by Appadurai 1990, 1996). Thus while inter- and transnational phenom-
ena are by no means new aspects of nation-based geo-politics, the idea,
for example, that “the national economy” is a naturally occurring part of
the nation-state – that “economy” is naturalized as “national” – is only
now being interrogated or rethought.2

1 See, of course, David Harvey’s writing (1989) on “space–time compression” and the
annihilation of space.

2 Benedict Anderson (1996: 7) claims that the concept of the “national economy” dates
from “[a]s late at least as the founding of the League of Nations,” being intrinsically linked
to the very doctrine of self-determination.
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My own concerns follow this line of thought. In a very general
sense, I approach the problem of circumscribing the economy – or “the
economic” – in terms of modalities of power. In the following remarks,
I will consider the exercise of power in trans- and sub-national regions
(e.g. regional economies dependent upon transnational markets in cap-
ital, goods, services, or labor) and ambiguous territories (e.g. borders).
In doing so, I will be particularly concerned with the exercise of power.
While one cannot avoid the subject of space/place when reflecting on con-
temporary geographies of power, emphasis placed on “locating” power –
in its new forms and expansive networks, for example – tends to obstruct
our understanding of historical practices of power. In other words, there
is a tendency to seek out the supposed locations of power while slight-
ing the matter of its modes of exercise. Although perhaps warranted as
a first step in delineating unprecedented relationships and connections
across national space, one wonders how power can be perceived outside
its mode of practice. How do we know that it is there unless its effects
have been noted, its exigencies performed by its very subjects (Foucault
1990 [1978])?

This is the question I take up in this chapter. I will do so by referring to
the Chad Basin, where emergent sub- and transnational regimes of accu-
mulation and authority have come to dominate the Nigerian, Nigerien,
Cameroonian, Chadian, and Central African Republic’s borders. Their
effective authority over certain economic activities, regional or interna-
tional resources, and local populations puts them in competition with the
nation-state. I will argue that, while this situation seems “oppositional,”
it does not necessarily imply the demise of the nation-state in the face of
non-national forms of accumulation and power. In fact, one can argue
that the relationships between the two realms are highly ambiguous: they
are often reciprocal and complicitous as much as they are competitive
and antagonistic. That is, while antagonisms exist with regards to the
state’s official regulatory authority over these regional economies, com-
plicity is also evident insofar as the state is dependent upon these regional
economies for rents and the means of redistribution. Likewise, while these
networks can be described as trans- or sub-national, they make impor-
tant, or even essential, contributions to the national political economy.
Moreover, while these regimes of power and wealth may be described as
novel realms of thought and action, they are none the less inscribed in
the same logical – or epistemological – order as that of the nation-state.

The Chad Basin can be described as a region of competing sources
of wealth, regulatory authority, and welfare (redistribution). In order to
clarify this situation, I will first briefly review the ways in which networks
of wealth creation arise from strategies for accumulation that are defined
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by, and take advantage of, opportunities and constraints produced by the
imperatives of the global political economy (e.g. deregulation, privatiza-
tion). In the Chad Basin, this latter process has resulted in a military–
commercial nexus, which has become the legitimate basis of livelihood for
many people of the region. This means that the very production and con-
tinuity of these networks, as a complex of relationships, is partly ensured
by the exercise of newly articulated claims to rights in wealth, which,
while often working to undermine the integrity of the national political
economy at the point of regulation, are none the less often deemed licit
by participants.

What we see, then, is the institutionalization not only of relationships
that define networks, but of particular definitions of licit wealth and man-
ners of appropriating wealth. I suggest that this process is dependent on
the frontier, both literally and conceptually. The transgression of national
economies and political regimes is a border and bush phenomenon in the
Chad Basin. And as I explain below, the political frontier and the econ-
omy of the bush are defined by new concepts of wealth (e.g. spoils) and
manners of appropriating such wealth (e.g. rights-in-seizure). But these
are not marginal: these concepts and practices are assumed by those
who work the bush and border, as well as those tending to the state bu-
reaucracy and the national economy. While defined by their subversive
relationship to official regulatory authority, these trans- and sub-regional
activities are on the frontiers of wealth creation. They represent one of
the few means of accessing hard currency, scarce luxury goods, and state-
of-the-art technology, as well as markets in small arms, minerals, gems,
and drugs. More generally, they produce wealth in times of austerity and
serve as essential mediations between the state and the global economy.
As such, they are an important resource for representatives of the national
economy, providing new rents for the management of internal conflict and
the redistributive logics of national politics, and a means of insertion in
the world economy. Therefore, although some practices associated with
emergent regimes of accumulation and wealth may undermine forms of
authority defined by the nation-state, they also contribute to its capacity
to exercise power over wealth and people.

This conclusion runs contrary to certain observations about the rela-
tionship between transnational networks and the state. For instance, since
regimes of wealth and power such as those described herein demonstrate
effective authority over certain resources, activities, and persons, they
are often described as antagonistic to the nation-state.3 That is, beyond

3 For various interpretations and commentary, see Brown 1995; Camilleri and Falk 1992;
Ong 1999; Rosenau 1990; Strange 1996; Walker and Mendlovitz 1990. For general
critique, see Sassen 1998a; Smith et al. 1999.
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undermining a particular regime, they are said to be new sites of potential
sovereignty and hence possible threats to the absolute and unique status of
the nation-state. Without necessarily ushering in the demise of the nation-
state form, networks of power which seem to parallel or compete with the
nation-state (e.g. financial markets, agglomerations of non-governmental
organizations, international legal regimes, transnational mafias) are said
to constitute domains of sovereign power.

Regimes of wealth and power do compete with the nation-state in the
Chad Basin, but only insofar as they undermine official regulatory au-
thority. New manners of creating wealth, and articulating and exercising
legitimate rights-in-wealth have been normalized through the military–
commercial alliance described herein. This has given rise to new figures of
regulatory authority in the region. However, these arrangements are part
and parcel of the political logics of the state. They contribute to the via-
bility of state power through the production of rents and possibilities for
redistribution but, more importantly, the precepts underlying apparently
novel relationships, activities, and modalities issue from, or are consis-
tent with, those practiced in the existing political economy or historical
socio-juridical order. As a final rumination on this point, I close by indi-
cating how conclusions as to the emergence of novel forms of sovereignty
in the contemporary global political economy are driven by the mutually
constituting problematics of locating power and conceptualizing the state
as sovereign.

The global context of the regional political economy

In many ways, the scenario I refer to in the Chad Basin illustrates the
local effects of global processes. While commercial networks that span
the borders of Cameroon, Nigeria, and Chad have historical precedents
in the trans-Saharan and east–west Sahelian economies, their resurgence
in recent years is in part due to the effective incorporation and novel
use of resources derived from international markets. As elsewhere on the
continent, marginalization from certain world markets (e.g. export crop
commodities) and the proliferation of certain resources for accumulation
(e.g. drugs, small arms) have resulted in a drive for new forms of economic
integration (Bayart et al. 1997). These include sometimes risky and
hence often lucrative ventures such as the trade in small arms flowing
through the Sudan, Libya, Chad, Cameroon, Nigeria, Niger, and Algeria;
provisioning of ongoing conflict in Niger, Chad, the Central African
Republic, and the Sudan which involves transiting petrol, hardware,
electronics, grain, cement, detergent, and (most often stolen) cars and
four-wheel-drive trucks; the ivory trade centered around Lake Chad and
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the Central African Republic; the transfer of drugs between the Pakistani
crescent, Nigeria, and Western Europe; and large-scale, highly organized
highway banditry.4

These types of commerce and the trading regimes they forge are influ-
enced by the global political economy in several ways. First, the dereg-
ulation of both world and local markets has exacerbated dependencies
on certain international markets in the regional political economy. This
is the case for the international markets in small arms, mercenaries, se-
curocrats, and militias, which recently have gained prominence in the
region. Today, one notes a proliferation on the continent of arms from
Eastern Europe, the independent republics of the former Soviet Union,
China, South Africa, and Angola, and the increased circulation of mer-
cenaries from France, Belgium, South Africa, the former Yugoslavia, and
Pakistan.5 The formalization of these once secretive flows is summarized
by the comments of Capitaine Hoffman: “I am a mercenary. I ‘rent’
my services to foreign countries for money. Many of us prefer the term,
technical consultant . . .” (Friedman 1993). This increasingly explicit and
normalized presence has led both private concerns and public power in-
creasingly to employ private security forces (e.g. Wackenhut, Executive
Outcomes) to defend oil fields, mines, airports, company headquarters,
government buildings, and residential neighborhoods. High-placed gov-
ernment officials and military personnel are often implicated in the opera-
tions and revenues of this economic sector such that the security business
is now an important vocation in the regional political economy, helping
to sustain the international traffic in arms and men.6 This has been abet-
ted by the fact that programs for economic and political liberalization
put forth by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund have
resulted in the privatization of state-run industries as well as internal
security.

Indeed, the conditionalities of international financing are another fac-
tor contributing to transformations of the regional economy. This can be
seen through the impact of structural adjustment programs, which pri-
vatized industries and downsized armies, leading to swollen ranks of the
unemployed, who seek opportunities for accumulation in the emergent

4 On kalashnikovs and the Chadian economy, see Jeune Afrique (1992). On the continental
drug economy, see “Observatoire géopolitique des drogues” (1995). On highway banditry,
see Soudan (1996) and Dorce 1996. More generally, see Bayart et al. (1997) and Bennafla
(1996, 1997).

5 These points are briefly underscored in various parts of Bayart et al. (1997) as well as in
numerous recent issues of L’Autre Afrique. See also Friedman (1993), Harding (1996),
and Banégas (1998).

6 See Banégas (1998), as well as Hibou (1997) and Ellis (1996).
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markets of the region. No social category of the population has been
spared. In Chad, for example, the military demobilization program
started in 1992 has generally been eclipsed by soldiers’ ability to recy-
cle themselves through various regional rebel groups (e.g. the Mouve-
ment pour le développement around Lake Chad or the Forces armées
pour la République fédérale in southern Chad); to enter into the small
arms traffic, for which they have contacts and expertise; or to “enter the
bush,” often working as road bandits with organized groups of Cameroo-
nians, Nigerians, Nigeriens, Centrafricans, and Sudanese.7 Likewise, the
local urban-based merchant class, which produced its rents through
debt-financing up until the late 1980s (Bayart 1989b), was forced to
reconfigure its economic activities with the contraction in bilateral and
multilateral aid. These merchants’ past engagements as transporters and
suppliers for public works projects have been reformulated in terms of the
remaining or evolving possibilities for enrichment: their convoys
have taken up the paths running through Nigeria, Cameroon, the
Central African Republic, Chad, Libya, and the Sudan (e.g. smuggling
petrol).

Since privatization and the downsizing of public enterprises accompa-
nying structural adjustment programs have inflated the ranks of unem-
ployed youth, growing hordes of young men have followed the paths of the
merchants’ convoys. Those who once found employment in local agro-
industry, the health and education sectors, and development and public
works projects now work as transporters, guards, guides, and carriers
along the Nigerian, Cameroonian, and Chadian borders. One might ar-
gue, in fact, that the urban networks that have predominated over the
countryside for several decades are becoming increasingly dependent
upon economic strategies pursued by the unemployed and recently dis-
possessed. In many ways, the urban economy is now subservient to the
“economy of the bush.” As a recent report on the monetary situation
in the franc zone notes, the “urban exodus” of bank bills and coinage
(notably smaller denominations, which are virtually impossible to pro-
cure in large towns and cities) is largely attributable to the vitality of the

7 Between 1992 and 1997, 27,000 Chadian military personnel were to be demobilized
and disarmed. Since kalashnikovs had become a veritable currency as well as a means
of accumulation in the region (circulating especially between Chad, Niger, and Libya),
upon collection of the 30,000 CFA promised in exchange for their military uniforms and
arms, most Chadian soldiers reinvested in the arms market. See Jeune Afrique (1992);
Le Progres (1997); N’Djamena Hebdo (1997a); Teiga, (1997); and Bennafla (1996: 65),
who notes that “Many ‘deflated’ soldiers rush to buy back a khaki uniform and an arm as
soon as they are pensioned off” (my translation). This was confirmed in interviews with
military and civil administrators, as well as human rights activists in N’djamena.
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rural sector, and especially the “informal,” or border and bush, economy
(L’Autre Afrique 1997a).8

Producing wealth on the frontier: the economy
of the bush

In sum, the stimulation of economic activity in the bush is partly a result
of the combined efforts of the economic refugees of structural adjust-
ment programs and decreased foreign aid, on the one hand, and the
military refugees of downsized and under-financed armies, on the other.
In the Chad Basin, those recently discharged during the demobilization
campaign in Chad have joined up with unpaid soldiers from Cameroon,
Nigeria, Niger, and the Sudan, as well as the young guards and guides
who have worked the bush trails trafficking contraband goods (especially
petrol) for almost a decade now. Together, they raid border markets and
highways (Dorce 1996; N’Djamena Hebdo 1997a; Pideu 1995; Soudan
1996). Their activities have transformed border areas, which are speckled
with settlements that serve as depots, hide-outs, and bulking and redif-
fusion points. Some “are quietly flourishing . . . as local entrepôts spe-
cialized in precision goods such as radios, cassette-recorders, watches,
etc. as well as petrol retailing and currency exchanges” (Achu Gwan
1992: 23).

What is especially novel about this situation, and what makes it worth
noting with respect to the dynamics of transregional political economies
and the nation-state, is that the dismissed, dispossessed, and unemployed
who have taken to the bush, highways, and borders are making claims to
rights to wealth. Many unemployed young men have some form of educa-
tion (sometimes having finished high school) and yet they find themselves
obliged to scavenge and traffic for money. They often talk about their sit-
uation as a state of “war,” where forced appropriation and seizure are the
norm, being practiced by customs officials, police, gangs, armed bandits,
and themselves.9 And those who normally benefit from rights-in-seizure
also complain about lack of compensation: regular soldiers protest (often

8 F. de Boeck (1999) describes how young Zairean urbanites have migrated to rural areas
along the Angolan border in order to partake in the diamond economy. This has led to
their inclusion in a “dollarized” economy – the bush economy, as opposed to the city,
becoming the very source of tokens of wealth and consumption. This does not mean,
as de Boeck (1999) and Bennafla (1998) note, that investment practice has also been
reoriented from the urban centers to the bush. Revenues procured through commercial
and financial activities transpiring in the latter are often invested or consumed in cities
and major towns.

9 Commentary on visions of wealth, freedom, and violence by young illegal petrol sellers
in northern Cameroon can be had in Roitman (1996, 1998).
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through mutinies, as in the Central African Republic and Niger) against
insufficient and irregular salaries, lack of basic infrastructure (e.g. sleep-
ing quarters, food), and even essential equipment to carry out their
duties (petrol, ammunition).10 Likewise, demobilized soldiers maintain
that their indemnities are inadequate. For many, this, combined with lack
of training for occupations in the civil or private sectors, is what compels
them to “enter the bush” (the implication being that, for those who join
rebel groups, their rationale is “alimentaire” – or about food more than
politics).11 In that sense, entering the bush is not just about “shadow”
economic and political activities. The economy of the bush may have its
covert or even insurgent aspects, but it is equally a realm of well-known
strategies of accumulation, legitimated patterns of establishing rights over
wealth, and definitive organizational and financial connections to state
power.

As is the case for the urban merchant class, the economic wellbeing of
the political class is in many ways dependent upon this pool of supposed
surplus labor. While seemingly expendable (as the “downsized”), the lat-
ter’s position on the frontiers of wealth creation has rendered them indis-
pensable to the political logics of productivity and especially extraction.12

This apparent contradiction arises from the logics of displacement and
combinatory strategies pursued by those who have “entered the bush”:
they are productive, thus being targeted as sources of wealth, and yet
unstable, so confounding to manners of extraction based on traditional
methods (such as taxation based on a census). Those working the bush
and border roam from city to hinterland; make simultaneous use of the
franc CFA, French franc, Nigerian naira, and American dollar; procure
several national identity cards; exercise the vote in various national elec-
tions; and refer to heteroclite renderings of various Islams, Christian
movements, Western ideals of democracy and human rights, and local
practices of power and agency relating to self-realization and community.

10 This has been reported in many places. See footnote 5 above as well as the descriptions
of various national armies in L’Autre Afrique (1997b), including the section on Chad
(pp. 14–15).

11 This does not mean that the “Politics of the belly” (Bayart 1989b) is irrelevant. No
doubt, state resources for public spending have diminished as a consequence of structural
adjustment programs and embezzlement. None the less, presidential guards and private
militias associated with executive power are well paid and in a timely manner, these
outlays being mostly off-budget. Evidently, the right to redistribution is gauged according
to certain representations of utility (be they well judged or not: witness Mobutu’s Special
Presidential Division).

12 This ambivalence is a direct consequence of their being targets of regulatory authority,
see Roitman (1998). For a more extensive study of the unstable terms of regulatory
authority in northern Cameroon, see Roitman (1996), which reviews how “the slave,”
tax, price, and the population flottante all form an intrinsically related, and significantly
unstable, ensemble of regulatory targets.
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To be sure, as nomads, migrants, refugees, the unemployed, the home-
less, fugitives, brigands, and even separatists, those who work the bor-
ders are often pegged as that which has erupted or been expelled from
the non-correspondence between nationalized space and deterritorialized
practice.13 While their precarious situations are often correctly attributed
to the rise of novel transnational forms of accumulation and their asso-
ciated markets, the peripatetic and those living states of dispersion have
always been problematic to territorialization.14 In the Chad Basin today,
the domestication of nomads, street hawkers, the ambulatory, the clan-
destine, smugglers, and the “informal economy” more generally depends
fundamentally on whether or not these categories are represented as “for-
eign” with respect to the nation, “subversive” with respect to society, or
“irrational” with respect to the economy. Their claims to rights in wealth
are judged accordingly; the state consistently refuses to address the ques-
tion of the conditions of wealth creation for these populations. And yet
their insistent exercise of those claims through seizure, contraband, ban-
ditry, highway robbery, and smuggling are intrinsic to the perpetuation
of certain aspects of state power.

Legitimating wealth creation: the contest of
regulatory authority

Recourse to the bush, the intensification of economic activities along
borders, strategies to evade official regulatory authority, and rebel move-
ments seeking compensation through violence or retribution all seem to
point to the demise of the nation-state in the Chad Basin. It is fair to
say that those who control unregulated activity and armed factions are
in competition with the nation-state for financial power derived from re-
gional and international markets, as well as the authority to extract from
local populations. But to speak of competition is not to say that the demise
of the nation-state is impending or that the form of power defined by the
nation-state is no longer assured. While the failings of state power on the
African continent are noted daily in journalistic and academic writing,
life on the continent is rife with occasions to experience the efficiencies
of state power: mobilization of the opposition in Cameroon met with a
crushing militarized response, as did the Ogoni movement in Nigeria.
13 By “deterritorialized practice” I am limiting myself to situations where the ultimate refer-

ent is the nation-state. In that sense, I am refraining from conclusions as to its significance
as “nomadology,” an alternative mode of representation (or even non-representation) and
power. On the latter, see Deleuze and Guattari (1987).

14 This has been underscored in recent writing about diasporas, although much of that
commentary celebrates the novelty of diasporic states.
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Nevertheless, and this is perhaps the only point I wish to make, while
certain strengths of African states are all too evident for their citizens, it
is true that state regulatory authority is no longer assured in most coun-
tries of the continent. While this situation varies across states, the finan-
cial crises that are now the hallmarks of most African states are largely
indicative of the failings of fiscal regulation and the autonomization of
certain economic activities with respect to state controls. In the Chad
Basin, this is the case for commerce across national borders involving
general merchandise as well as drugs and small arms. It is also the case
for certain large-scale businesses, such as transport, which generally es-
cape customs controls and other forms of taxation through collusion and
creative accounting techniques. Beyond Chad, the failings of state reg-
ulatory authority are evident in the autonomization of certain economic
sectors, such as mining, which has become essential to the financing of
militias, rebel movements, and secessionists in many countries (e.g. Sierra
Leone, Angola, Democratic Republic of the Congo) over the past ten
years.

This does not mean, however, that the failings of state regulatory au-
thority – which are by no means unique to the African continent – are
indicative of a loss of sovereignty. State power and sovereignty are not
equivalent, and lapses in the former do not indicate the displacement of
the latter. Likewise, manifestations of competing sources of wealth and
authority, such as described herein, are not sovereign simply because they
exercise authoritative power over specific domains. This is an important
point, which I will address below.

To gain a sense of the extent to which state regulatory authority is
being displaced by other agents means ascertaining how regimes of ac-
cumulation associated with the latter are institutionalized and, more im-
portantly, legitimated. Of course, in the field of state power, alternative
forms of power – and regulatory authority – always exist because no form
of power is totalizing. But the question remains: are appropriations which
found viable regimes of accumulation legitimated in everyday practice,
giving rise to new figures of regulatory authority in the Chad Basin? And
this, in spite of their being associated with often extreme violence?

As noted above, the commercial and financial activities that consti-
tute regional networks of accumulation are among the few remaining
opportunities for employment and enrichment in the Chad Basin. One
of the main ways in which regional elites (prominent merchants, ex-
military personnel) exercise regulatory authority is by controlling ac-
cess to such possibilities for accumulation, thus determining the right
to employment and enrichment. This takes place at the highest levels
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of business through commissions on deals, right-of-entry taxes, tribute
and royalty payments to maintain political and commercial relationships,
protection fees, and even payment for safe delivery of goods procured
through customs fraud or for their “legal” passage through customs. It
transpires at the everyday level of business through levies on local mer-
chants, protection and entitlement fees paid by young men engaged as
guards, guides, runners, and wardens, entry taxes paid at unregulated
border markets, and tolls on roads near these economically sensitive
outposts.

No doubt, many of these payments are made under coercion.15 Yet
many people are often quite willing to make payments for access to priv-
ileged commercial relationships, international markets, and the more lu-
crative local sites of accumulation since these provide the means for socio-
economic mobility in times of scarcity. Furthermore, payments made to
ensure access to markets, essential commercial and financial relation-
ships, and protection serve to formalize the various kinds of traffic in-
volved, be that of small arms across long distances or smuggled petrol
through a mountain pass. This makes such activities less unpredictable
both in terms of logistics and revenues. Moreover, contributions to those
who regulate access to, and participation in, these commercial and finan-
cial activities are not without services rendered. These include protection
and a formal cadre, but they also involve the redistribution that takes place
through the financing of schools, mosques, churches, and medical clin-
ics. In Chad and northern Cameroon, prominent merchants are famous
for building mosques and Muslim schools in home villages; today, these
have begun to pepper the no-man’s-lands and new frontier towns along
national borders. And in Mbaiboum, a mushroom “town-market” on the
Chad–Cameroon–Central African Republic border, Ibo merchants from
Nigeria built a church in 1996 (Bennafla 1998: 69).

Those who find themselves outside the bounds of national welfare
and security come to judge prestations associated with unofficial reg-
ulators as legitimate since they grant access to possibilities for accu-
mulation, protection, and services which are not secured through the
state or public infrastructures. In this sense, the relationships that local
populations establish with those controlling regional networks of

15 See Bennafla’s description (1998: 68) of payments made at barricades along the route
to Mbaiboum, a flourishing, unregulated (until recently) market at the confluence of the
Cameroon–Chad–Central African Republics’ borders. Even though the state administra-
tion recently attempted to regulate this intense center of border traffic by implementing
official “tickets de marché” and licensing fees paid by merchants, unofficial “rights to
entry and exit” are still also paid to regional henchmen at the market itself.
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accumulation respond to the former’s claims to rights to wealth. As the
foot soldiers of the economy of the bush insist, the expanding trade in
unregulated goods is quite often a source of economic empowerment
and freedom. They assert rights to engage in commerce regardless of
means.16 Since state appropriations frequently take the form of seizure
(especially in marketplaces, on roads, and on border crossings, where
impoverished state officials chain merchants’ stores shut and haul them
in pick-up trucks to prison, and renegade customs officials and gen-
darmes skim off of trucks and travelers, usurping contraband), similar
(and often violent) modalities of expropriation are perceived as “fair
game,” or are taken up as an operative rationality.17 For the local popu-
lace, the extractive power of non-state regulators is consistent with cer-
tain paradigms of social order, equitable distribution, and retribution;
the latter’s power is legitimated, then, insofar as they allow local people
to aspire to and act upon their understandings of what rights-in-wealth
“should be.”

While recourse to these networks of accumulation and acquiescence
to their associated figures of authority may be inspired by a contraction
in material wealth and access to such wealth (the “marginalization of
African economies”), it also transpires from the extension of the discur-
sive field in which wealth and value are figured. “Spoils,” for instance, is
now an ambivalent sign in the regional lexicon of wealth: once associated
with war and asocial forms of wealth creation, it now signifies the dis-
avowal of particular social obligations (e.g. tax, debt). As with fraudulent
commerce, what is seized cannot be taxed. And for those living in a web
of international and local debt relations, seizure is a means of reversing
the social order implied by such obligations. Furthermore, spoils now
signifies a new sociability of exchange insofar as it is a new means of
redistribution.18

This is part of the process of legitimation of practices of wealth creation
through seizure in the Chad Basin today. Regional entrepôts and border
settlements – which are safe havens for refugees, smugglers, guards, and
guides – generate distinct, and often validated, regimes of violence. They

16 Those who smuggle Nigerian petrol into Cameroon described their activities to me as
part of “democratization” since “anyone can participate” and their supply keeps gas
prices low, thus aiding the impoverished consumer. On the relationship between their
status as a fiscal subject and their perceptions of the free citizen, see Roitman (1998).

17 On this last point, refer to Mbembe and Roitman (1995).
18 This is reminiscent of practice during the nineteenth-century jihad, when “spoils” was

articulated from within the discourse on legitimate property and wealth. Today, jihad is an
important reference, but its import stems from its association with a world movement for
political affirmation and redistribution. For further commentary, see Roitman (1998).
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are not always seen as lawless outposts; depending on one’s vision of
wealth, authority, and freedom, they can also be sites of protective, sus-
taining power.19 Most importantly for the local population, the forms
of violence associated with their particular modes of appropriation are
inherent to certain strategies for socio-economic mobility.20 Since they
are hubs for the redistribution of wealth, economic competition, and
welfare, social hierarchies generated in their midst endure to the extent
that they are deemed to rectify or subvert either longstanding or recently
created conditions of exclusion.

Those who have managed to direct the financing, labor recruitment,
and material organization required by such networks include leaders of
factions or rebel groups (e.g. the Mouvement pour le développement
around Lake Chad), the local merchant elite (e.g. the Arab Choa elite
in Kousseri, Cameroon and N’Djamena, Chad), and military officers
who find rents on fraudulent commerce more attractive than their of-
ficial salaries (leading to their denomination in Chad as “les douaniers-
combattants” – literally, “customs officials-soldiers” or, more prosaically,
“fighting customs officials”).21 These commercio-military alliances and
their counterparts in the bush are emergent figures of regulatory authority
in the Chad Basin. Their exactions and levies are often tolerated and even
sanctioned by local populations – who achieve socio-economic mobility
and gain needed security – as much as those exercised by the state. As
regulators, they certainly compete with the nation-state in its capacities
to extract.

Yet this scenario cannot be reduced to a matter of national (e.g.
Cameroonian or Chadian) involvement in these sub- and transnational
networks of trade and accumulation. Commercio-military alliances in-
volve renegade militias, demobilized soldiers, gendarmes, customs offi-
cials, well-placed military officers, local political figures, members of the

19 On this notion of power with respect to the jihad movement, see Last (1992).
20 This is not particularly African: refer to Weber, Braudel, Tilly. With respect to the African

context, see Bayart (1994) (especially on war as a historical mode of insertion into the
world economy).

21 This was noted during my stay in northern Cameroon and Chad, and from interviews.
Scant references include: on the guerrilla movement around Lake Chad, Faes (1997);
on demobilized soldiers see footnote 7; and on the military’s rent-seeking activities,
see Abba Kaka (1997) and Ngarngoune (1997). Although not specifically referred to,
the region comprising southern Chad, the north province of Cameroon, and the Central
African Republic presents an analogous situation, the main differences being the identity
of the rebels (e.g. les Forces armées pour la République fédérale led by Laoukein Bardé)
and the nature of wealth (diamonds from the Central African Republic or gold dust in
southern Chad).
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opposition, and government ministers.22 To say that this amalgam re-
sults merely from the involvement of national figures in corrupt practices
perpetrated by regional traffickers would be an oversimplification since
sub- and transnational regimes of accumulation, redistribution, and se-
curity are legitimated alongside the nation-state. I have argued that these
regimes compete with the nation-state for financial power and the author-
ity to extract from local populations, taking advantage of and aggravating
the state’s failure to assert regulatory authority. However, such competi-
tion does not imply that state power, more generally, is being usurped by
transnational phenomena.

While it is true that transnational phenomena present notorious prob-
lems for state regulation, the scenario of the Chad Basin, like that of
other places, demonstrates how such networks become part and par-
cel of the political logics of the state itself, contributing to its ability to
fulfil essential political imperatives such as extraction and redistribution
(see Sassen 1995 on the creation of new legal regimes and, more gen-
erally, Hibou 1998, 1999).23 This takes place, for one, through various
manners of appropriation. For example, the Cameroonian administration
has increasingly implicated itself in the recently established market-town
of Mbaiboum. In 1987, Mbaiboum appeared on the Chad–Cameroon–
Central African Republic borders as a hub of unregulated commerce in
local industrial goods (salt, sugar, textiles) and consumer items (cloth-
ing, cassette players, hardware, cement), as well as gold, drugs, arms,
and diamonds. In the early 1990s, commercial activities in Mbaiboum
intensified dramatically. In 1992, a Cameroonian customs station was
established at Mbaiboum. Although the state has provided neither water
nor electricity to this booming “town,” it now manages to take in

22 In Cameroon, goods stolen during a road hold-up were discovered later in a sub-prefect’s
office. In Chad, an administrator with the postal service refused to comment on the
identity of road bandits who attacked her convoy because, as she said, “they know me
very well,” implying that they were, like herself, members of the state bureaucracy. And
when people from a Cameroonian village pursued a gang of brigands across the frontier
into Chad, they were stopped by the Chadian village chief who handed them over to the
very same gang. One report noted that, “These men proved to be dissident members
of the Chadian military who obey a certain Commandant Kah.” Arms seized on the
Cameroonian side of the border included a bazooka, something not in large supply in
the local village markets . . .

23 Some might argue that this is true for a regime or government, but not the state. That
is, they understand the idea that the continuity of a regime may stem from appropriat-
ing the logics of wealth creation manifest in transnational networks, but insist that state
sovereignty is at peril due to the lack of authority exercised over such networks them-
selves. But if these networks contribute to the very viability of state functions (extraction,
enabling productive economic sectors, redistribution), they perpetuate the viability of
the state as a political institution as much as a particular regime.
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20 million francs CFA each year through the sale of “droits de marché”
(market duties) and licenses.24

This formalization of once unregulated activity does not imply the
usurpation of power. Unofficial regulators of this commerce still exer-
cise their “rights” over local populations: they collect “entry and exit”
duties in the market (5,000–10,000 CFA per vehicle) and tolls on in-
coming roads (10,000–50,000 CFA for trucks), not to mention commis-
sions and protection fees on the more lucrative trade in gold, arms, and
diamonds.25 No measures are taken to quell these unofficial taxes and
Cameroonian customs policy has been described as “accommodating”
or even “encouraging,” with very low levels of taxation on goods, and
a minimum amount of surveillance of the national identities of popu-
lation flows through borders (Bennafla 1998: 66; 1999: 42–49). Fur-
thermore, military escorts have been established between Mbaiboum
and certain outlying cities so as to protect merchants from the insis-
tent pillaging and brutalities of road bandits. In Chad, some claim that
those who conduct such military escorts (the Garde nationale et nomade)
are less concerned with protecting imperiled citizens than with securing
fraud:

Unfortunately, in Chad, most of the laws governing the customs service are put
to ridicule. The simple resolution stating that “a customs officer must not operate
beyond the border” has not been respected. On the pretext of thwarting smug-
glers, the military and elements of the Garde nationale et nomade du Tchad –
or alleged customs officials – ride at breakneck speed through the city crammed
into their Toyota [pick-ups], causing numerous accidents. The victims are most
often peaceful citizens who have nothing to do with fraud. In reality, this chase
between customs officers and smugglers is a pretense. It is, to some extent, a
strategy that involves escorting the vehicle containing the smuggled goods all the
way to the marketplace, for fear of being intercepted by other customs officials
who amble along the roads. Without this tacit complicity, merchandise would not
be imported from abroad. (Abba Kaka 1997: 8)

Indeed, the Chadian and Cameroonian states have every reason to facil-
itate border traffic, which provides remuneration for under- and unpaid
military officials, who convert to customs officials, and fills state coffers
through licensing.

But this does not necessarily mean rendering “legal” unregulated traf-
fic. The state can offer a legal structure for these activities without altering
the fact that they are either formally illegal or based on fraud. This means

24 See K. Bennafla’s detailed descriptions of Mbaiboum (1998: 54, 68).
25 On market and road taxes, see Bennafla (1998: 68). Information on the trade in gold,

arms, and diamonds (and perhaps rhinoceros horns) is based on confidential interviews
in Cameroon.
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producing administrative paperwork for transactions without taking into
account certain quantitative or qualitative aspects of the commerce in-
volved, thus producing a false legal status for merchants. This is typical
practice along the borders of all states in the Chad Basin, and represents
one way in which the state is sometimes at the heart of the proliferation of
sub- and transnational networks of accumulation and power. Evidently,
this false legalization contributes to the economic wellbeing of under- and
unpaid state administrators, who are reimbursed for such services. But
it also contributes to the state’s financial liquidity. Traffic between the
Chad Basin and North Africa has proved one means of accessing hard
currency in a context of the non-convertibility of local monies. In Niger,
for instance, the state is central to the organization of the illegal trade in
American cigarettes. As Emmanuel Grégoire notes,

The Nigerien state has, in effect, set up a legislative framework which organizes
this traffic and obtains significant customs receipts, estimated at about 6 billion
francs CFA in 1994 and 1995, or the equivalent of a month and a half of func-
tionaries’ salaries, which are six months past due (January 1998). Operators act
in perfect legality in Niger, with fraud transpiring only at the cost of neighboring
states which prohibit imports of foreign cigarettes to protect their own industry
(Nigeria) or tax them strongly for the same reason (Algeria and Libya). (Grégoire
1998: 100, my translation)

In this instance, state agents collude with, and are dependent upon, in-
termediaries (e.g. Tuaregs)26 who control certain trade routes and are
notorious for providing security in dangerous zones (such as the south
of Algeria and the Niger–Chad border) not only for personal profit, but
also to respond to the insolvency of the state and its associated political
risks (e.g. the demands of unpaid state bureaucrats, including police and
“gens d’armes”). This scenario partially explains how insolvent states
are somehow able to expand their administrative corpus: in Cameroon,
for example, 20,000 new functionaries have been added to the rolls since
1987 despite the fact that there has been no new official recruitment since
that time (Hibou 1997: 150). It also confirms the point that commercial
policy in Africa (and elsewhere, such as in Russia) is defined in terms of
lucrative opportunities:

International commercial policy . . . is designed not primarily by the relevant (com-
petent) administration (with its ensemble of rules on customs duties, quantitative
restrictions, the standardization of regional commercial agreements, etc.), but
by a certain number of influential actors, both public and private, who define

26 Emmanuel Grégoire notes the special talents of the Tuareg of Hoggar as “passeurs”
between Algeria and Niger (1998: 95). He also indicates that the Nigerien army of-
ten offers protection for convoys running illegal deliveries between Niger and Libya
(p. 101).
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such policy in function of possibilities for fraud and contraband, so as to insure
mastery of access to parallel markets and fraudulent practices. (Hibou 1998: 156,
my translation)

The state thus benefits from profitable situations produced by compet-
ing regimes of power. It is sometimes also the instigator of proliferating
unregulated, underregulated, or falsely regulated activities, and even be-
comes dependent upon those wielding power (e.g. regulation of access)
and expertise (e.g. security) in sub- and transnational networks. While
these endeavors potentially undermine state regulatory authority and na-
tional security, as noted above, they also contribute to the viability of the
state through the production of new rents and possibilities for redistribu-
tion among strategic military, political, and commercial personalities.27

This is, of course, a question of financing both political clients and strate-
gies to prevent the emergence of a counter-elite or counter-power.28 It
is a matter, then, of the very formation and maintenance of a dominant
political class – or the stability of a regime. However, beyond political
payouts and underwriting political stability, rents (or wealth) thus pro-
duced are essential to “an extremely complex system of revenue transfers
from formal and official circuits to parallel ones, from urban households
to rural ones, from the richest to the most dispossessed (via allocations
to families, social expenditures, and diverse benefits such as school fees,
health, funerals, participation in customary ceremonies . . . )” (Mbembe
1993: 367–368). These forms of redistribution are a primary mode of
the exercise of state power.

Indeed, appropriating rents associated with sub- and transnational net-
works of accumulation – and thus collaborating with and managing their
associated figures of financial power and regulatory authority – means
creating wealth for off-budget activities (e.g. hiring private security com-
panies as presidential guards or financing political parties) and state func-
tions (paying administrative salaries or financing external conflicts). In

27 This is similar to the situation in Algeria, as described by L. Martinez, who demon-
strates how the civil war in Algeria has not led to the disintegration of the state. The
Algerian state found economic and political advantages through a specific manner of
regulating conflict and control of resources. Recourse to the army and private mili-
tias as a means of ensuring exclusive control of certain resources (e.g. oil) is legiti-
mated due to the state of war, thus permitting the state to finance the reconstruction
and consolidation of essential alliances. Also, surveillance of the general population has
been given over to militias, who benefit from accumulation via violence and increase
their power. See Martinez (1995, 1998). I thank Béatrice Hibou for referring me to his
work.

28 In Cameroon, the Biya regime’s tolerance – if not sanction – of high military officials’
involvement in the arms, drugs, and counterfeiting sectors is well-known and generally
interpreted as a means of redistribution.
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this sense, regional networks are a resource that contributes to the political
logics of predation that define the historical exercise of state power in
Africa.29 And yet this is not to reduce this situation to a historical-cultural
necessity: similar situations can be found in Colombia, Peru, Algeria, and
Russia, where tributary relations between the state and sub- and transna-
tional networks of wealth and power prevail. Moreover, while this form of
intermediation between state power and emergent figures of power may
be interpreted as in keeping with certain historical continuities (e.g. the
role of intermediaries in the Atlantic slave trade or in the enactment of
colonial power), today its specificity arises from certain ruptures in the
global political economy.

Many observers note, correctly, that state consolidation on the con-
tinent is now taking place via indirect (i.e. non-bureaucratic) means
(Reno in this volume; Hibou 1999). This is in large part due to the
emergence and deregulation of particular markets (e.g. in small arms,
mercenaries, private security companies). But is this manner of exer-
cising power via indirect mediations a novel aspect of state power in
Africa? Recourse to private, foreign agents, for example, is a longstanding
manner of ensuring the effective exercise of state power; in Africa, this
has involved the use of external alliances (such as the Cold War pow-
ers) or external resources (such as foreign aid) to manage internal con-
flicts and the demands of factions constituting the basis of state power
(Bayart 1989b; Hibou 1997, 1999; Reno 1995). Thus, the reconfigu-
ration of power on the continent today is less a matter of new prac-
tices of the exercise of state power than of novel ways of negotiating the
changing world economy, or managing extraversion. It is, as Achille Mbe-
mbe has argued in another context, an attempt to “redeploy networks of
reciprocity, allocations, and compensations that were once amalgamated
in the heart of the single party [state]” (Mbembe 1993). In the Chad
Basin, sub- and transnational regimes of accumulation are critical con-
nections to today’s external rents; they are another means of insertion in
the world economy. Figures of regulation associated with these regimes
are critical to the consolidation of state power even though they work
to undermine state regulatory authority. And they represent, through
the production of wealth on the frontier, one place where the tentacu-
lar effects of state power are redeployed in its quest for the means to
redistribute.

29 This is a longstanding thesis of J.-F. Bayart, articulated in many places. On the multiple
manifestations of the predatory logics of state power, see Bayart (1989b), and on the
“dédoublement de l’état” in the form, for example, of “conseils administrative,” see
Bayart (1997: esp. pp. 64–67). On dédoublement as a mode of power, see Mbembe (1992).
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Conclusion: power is not sovereign

One question remains: are emergent figures of regulation in the Chad
Basin alternative sites of political power? If the sub- and transnational net-
works described above can be defined as both national and non-national,
they are “new spaces” insofar as they belie the assumption that the pre-
eminent locus of power is the nation-state form. But are they new forms
of power arising from the disjunctures between the local and global or the
national and non-national? Or are we beginning to approach them from
novel points of view, which tend to destabilize the national referent? This
brings us to the conceptual question raised at the beginning of the essay:
is power located at all?

It is tempting to argue that the situation in the Chad Basin warrants
reference to “new spaces” since novel manners of conceptualizing and
arrogating wealth are being institutionalized in practice, giving rise to
unprecedented power relationships. While these practices arise from the
historical templates of wealth, appropriation, and violence in the region
(e.g. seizure and spoils in jihad ), they are none the less driven by novel,
transnational phenomena (e.g. emerging markets).30 For example, the
razzia has been given new élan with the diffusion of kalashnikovs in the
Chad Basin. None the less, to say that power relations have been – or
are being – transformed by transnational phenomena is to speak of a
qualitative change involving not just new spaces per se, but new forms,
new techniques, new rationalities, etc. In other words, emphasis on new
locations of power must not occlude the question of transformations (or
not) in the exercise of power.

To my mind, this is intrinsically related to the problematization of state
power as sovereignty. As I have argued herein, the demise of certain
metaphors and historical institutions that once regulated communities
(e.g. economic development, national progress, social welfare) has ren-
dered certain modes of appropriation (razzia, seizure, debt) and their
associated figures of authority (militias, douaniers-combattants, foreign-
ers) potential alternative sources of regulatory authority.31 But are these
new sovereigns? More specifically, if the constitution of state power is

30 It is worth noting, however, that, beyond the specifics of the nature of contemporary
geo-political relationships, forms of technology, and types of commodities, this situation
resembles that existing during the time of concessionary companies on the continent,
as well as the Atlantic slave trade. Reflection on the present refiguring of relationships
between wealth, appropriations, and violence should take that into account.

31 See also Paul Richards’ writing on the Sierra Leone–Liberia region (1996). Beyond
Africa, it is evident that breaches in the association between national progress and the
teleology of economic development have given rise to various forms of social movements
(e.g. nativist, environmental) and categories of people (e.g. indigenous people, refugees,
diasporas) that now make and exercise novel claims to wealth.
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dependent upon the power of non-state regulators, do these latter in-
stances represent new forms of sovereignty? Clearly, how sovereignty is
conceptualized matters greatly in addressing such questions.

Since sovereignty, as regards the definition practiced in classical polit-
ical theory and jurisprudence, is seen as the summation of the founding
properties of “statehood,” it is thought to be constitutive of the state
itself and is thus vested with powers of its own. As a foundational politico-
legal concept, sovereignty itself is assumed to be self-evident.32 This is
why most present-day commentary on transnational phenomena often
confounds sovereignty and power. The state, as an abstract, unitary ob-
ject of knowledge and a political subject in international political theory,
is such because of sovereignty. And yet sovereignty is simply the unre-
stricted and determining power of the state as a political subject in the
system of states.33 Sovereignty is thus a given as the foundational con-
cept and defining property of “stateness” and the very presence of the
state. The quest to define and, moreover, locate sovereignty stems from
the presumption that sovereignty constitutes the indivisible units of the
international political system (Bartelson 1993: 10–22, 25).34

From this conceptual point of departure, it is almost natural to appre-
hend the impact of transnational events and instances in terms of the po-
tential displacement of the sovereign status of the state by emergent forms
of power. These include financial markets or global capital markets and
their associated legal regimes, agglomerations of non-governmental orga-
nizations or institutions of transnational civil society, and, more generally,
extra-state politico-economic networks.35 In spite of its foundational rela-
tionship to the politico-legal concept of the state, many observers raise the

32 “[T]he more sovereignty is thought to explain, the more it itself is withdrawn from ex-
planation. The theoretical sovereignty of sovereignty leaves sovereignty itself essentially
unquestioned; the more constitutive sovereignty appears to be, the less unconstituted
it becomes” (Bartelson 1993: 15). See especially ch. 2 in Bartelson, which has greatly
informed my own thoughts. Very different critiques of the notion of sovereignty as con-
stitutive of the modern state system can be found in both Wallerstein (1999) and Krasner
(1999).

33 On the circularity of sovereignty, see M. Foucault’s writing on gouvernementalité, in which
he establishes distinct understandings of the finality of sovereignty as opposed to gov-
ernment. While “to govern . . . means to govern things,” and hence has a finality of its
own, “the end of sovereignty is the exercise of sovereignty.” He says, “whereas the end of
sovereignty is internal to itself and possesses its own intrinsic instruments in the shape
of its laws, the finality of government resides in the things it manages and in the pursuit of
the perfection and intensification of the processes which it directs; and the instruments
of government, instead of being laws, now come to be a range of multiform tactics”
(Foucault 1991: 94–97). On this point, see also Foucault (1991: 10–22).

34 See also Bartelson (1993: 23–31) on the problematic of sovereignty and space, or how
space becomes an object of political knowledge, with sovereignty being the metaphysical
condition establishing the unity of the modern state.

35 Refer to the various interpretations found in the references cited in footnote 3.
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question of whether sovereignty inheres in non-state forms, and whether
or not there are now sovereigns other than the state.

To answer in the affirmative is to assume that sovereignty is some thing.
It is a form of power that we can define and locate in human socio-political
and economic relationships. While sovereignty is less frequently taken to
be a timeless essence of the state,36 its ontological presence is assumed as
constitutive of the modern political system. In keeping with its presumed
constitutive conceptual and empirical power, sovereignty is treated as a
timeless feature of political reality. Often this form of power is defined
as constituted by domains “that are the locus of pre-eminent power in
a social field” (Ong, unpublished ms: 4; subsequently published 1999),
or zones defined by various modes of governance, which give rise to dif-
ferential regimes of civil and political rights. These structures, networks,
domains, or zones are fields of social authority which produce codes,
rules, norms, and significations that structure the practices and relations
of those under its dominion. But are they generative of sovereignty?

Emergent figures of regulatory authority in the Chad Basin may be
described in such terms. Here, relationships defining the military–
commercial complex have been institutionalized over time, and this field
of social authority structures practices and induces certain rationalities
for those in its midst. But to say that such an emergent domain is a pre-
dominant referent for action, understanding, and authority is to speak of
the exercise of power and not necessarily sovereignty. Even if these do-
mains are equal to or more powerful than the state in the government of
people and things, this does not contradict the extent to which they may
be part of the same logical space as the nation-state. If their codes, rules,
and norms are structuring in a determining way, or in a way that usurps
or parallels state power, how has this become logically possible? That
is, how have the claims to authoritative status and unqualified jurisdic-
tion become normalized such that they are not contested as illegitimate
(read illogical)? We might answer that question, as I have attempted to do
herein, but this does not provide the means to conclude that such power
is sovereign.

The idea that sovereignty exists in circumscribed domains where one
is compelled to act or even think in a specific way, or where subjects
are constituted in terms of particular (non-state based) political and eco-
nomic rights, is consistent with a particular conception of power. This
takes power as productive; it is a situation which gives rise to subjects
who are “caught up in a power situation of which they themselves are the

36 See, for example, Giddens (1981: esp. pp. 263–264); some of the contributions to
Czempiel and Rosenau (1989); Evans (1997).



Regulatory authority in the Chad Basin 261

bearers” (Foucault 1977: 201). Attempts to grasp the exercise of power
understood in this sense have inspired acute attention to the structuring
power of relationships and institutions, as well as to the disciplinary ef-
fects of codes, techniques, and rationalities. However, much caution is
required in incorporating these insights into debates about globalization
and its purported effects on state sovereignty. Indeed, this analytics of
power was inspired by the very critique of the ever-present subject of the
juridical sovereign in analysis and representations of power.37

As Foucault maintained, the abiding juridical representation of power
is constructed from the prohibitive thematics of repression and law; yet
this manner of representation is “utterly incongruous with the new meth-
ods of power whose operation is ensured not by right but by technique,
not by law but by normalization, not by punishment but by control,
methods that are employed on all levels and in forms that go beyond
the state and its apparatus” (Foucault 1990 [1978]: 89). Foucault’s cri-
tique is not, of course, based on the notion that the juridical mode of
representing power is “outdated” or fails to account for new forms of
power. His move toward an analytics, as opposed to a theory, of power
involves the formulation of a “definition of the specific domain formed by
relations of power” so as to comprehend historical practices of power.38

For this agenda, an ultimate source of power and the possibility of its
possession are irrelevant since power is productive of relationships and
subjectivities and not primarily repressive or a simple matter of interdic-
tion (p. 94).39 Thus sovereignty (if it is anything) is not a condition of
unqualified power or absolute authority since the omnipresence of power
is not its totalizing capacity or unqualified unity: “power is not an institu-
tion, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed
with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation
in a particular society” (p. 93). Thus, the networks and domains often
described as new spaces of sovereignty or emergent sovereigns – which

37 So much emphasis has been placed on Foucault’s thoughts on power and knowledge and
disciplinary techniques that his explicit preoccupation with the effects of the language of
political philosophy on conceptualizations of power, the relational nature of power, and
the seemingly insurmountable problems of origins and history devoid of subjectivity have
been slighted. Foucault spoke of “the system of Law-and-Sovereign which has captivated
political thought for such a long time. And if it is true that Machiavelli was among the
few – and this no doubt was the scandal of his ‘cynicism’ – who conceived the power
of the Prince in terms of force relationships, perhaps we need to go one step further,
do without the persona of the Prince, and decipher power relationships on a basis of a
strategy that is imminent in force relationships” (Foucault, 1990 [1978]: 97; see also
Foucault 1981: 102).

38 This is possible only if the “juridical and negative representation of power” is finally
disarmed (“cutting off the king’s head”). See Foucault (1981) 82, 86–91).

39 For commentary, see the chapter entitled “Thematics of State and Power” in Dean
(1994: esp. 152–173). See also Foucault (1977: 167–169).
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include emergent figures of regulation in the Chad Basin – are new con-
figurations of power, the question of their sovereign status being irrel-
evant. In other words, if we accept – again, following Foucault – that
states of power are constantly engendered at the multiple points of its
exercise, the question of sovereign status, understood as totalizing in any
particular domain or an instance of unqualified unity, is nonsensical since
such situations simply do not obtain.40 The infrastructures of the state,
or the points of the exercise of state power, extend beyond the specific
institutions of the state itself, or even the state as a unified and coher-
ent entity. This is manifest in homes, schools, hospitals, factories, armies,
and, I would add, world financial markets, international mafias, and non-
governmental organizations. While the latter may be defined as non-state
based, they are surely points of the exercise of state power.

In that sense, the precepts underlying apparently novel relationships,
activities, and modalities issue from, or are consistent with, those prac-
ticed in the existing political economy or socio-juridical order.41 The
endurance of sub- and transnational regimes of accumulation and power
depends upon the normalization and legitimation of new registers of value
and the articulation of rights to wealth that were heretofore deemed aso-
cial or irrational (e.g. spoils, rights in wealth through seizure). However,
these may be perfectly consistent with those exercised by the nation-state;
that is, new ways of valuing and governing may emerge in the peripheries
of the infrastructures of state power, all the while confirming the right
and logic of extant modes of thinking and enacting power.

To repeat, new figures of power may emerge on the horizons (e.g.
agents of regulatory authority in the Chad Basin) which do not desta-
bilize our manner of thinking and exercising power. Likewise, instead
of wondering about whether or not new types of sovereignty are in our
midst, we should pay attention to the precursory matter of whether or
not the intelligibility of the very idea of sovereignty has been destabilized
with recent changes in the global political economy. Debates about glob-
alization have spurred the problem of the intelligibility of sovereignty
insofar as they raise the issue of the status of the nation-state in the

40 “Power’s condition of possibility, or in any case the viewpoint which permits one to
understand its exercise, even in its more ‘peripheral’ effects, and which also makes it
possible to use its mechanisms as a grid of intelligibility of the social order, must not be
sought in the primary existence of a central point, in a unique source of sovereignty from
which secondary and descendent forms would emanate . . .” (Foucault 1990 [1978]: 93).

41 This point is inspired by Giorgio Agamben’s reflections (1997) on how the state of the
exception is the very product of the extant regime of truth. He shows how the state of
exception is normalized, and how such arrangements endure even though – or perhaps
because – they are devoid of “distinctions between outside and inside, exception and
rule, licit and illicit (p. 110)” I thank Luca D’Isanto for this reference.
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international and transnational contexts. But this is not a new problem; it
is, in fact, one of the founding debates of classical political science. The
real question is whether we can discern changes in the organization of
knowledge, or the production of valid statements about what the state is,
or is not. Of course, this partly arises from interpretive struggles. But do
new claims to sovereignty (e.g. those of indigenous peoples) come from,
or contribute to, the reorganization of knowledge? Or are they simply
part of the history of “self-determination,” and thus part of the extant
template of knowledge?

In other words, to say that something has changed in a particular way
(e.g. new figures of regulatory authority have emerged in the Chad Basin)
does not address the question of how such change has become logically
possible. For instance, certain figures of regulatory authority may be qual-
ified as emergent in the Chad Basin simply because they were not there
previously. But, as I have attempted to demonstrate, this in itself is de-
pendent on qualitative changes in various domains (e.g. the international
economy) leading to the definition of new realms of logical thought and
action (e.g. the military – commercial nexus described herein). This gives
rise to unprecedented possibilities for the organization of economic and
political life (e.g. the “bush economy” described herein). The ultimate
question is whether such changes across domains are the result of trans-
formations in the organization of knowledge, or in the prevailing manner
of producing valid statements: e.g. “this is (legitimate) regulatory author-
ity” or “this is a (legitimate) sovereign.”

In the Chad Basin, regulatory authority is clearly in crisis. While not
necessarily undermining state power, regulators, acting on the basis of
the military–commercial complex, and the regulated, who often assume
their tactics of wealth creation and rights to extraction, are political sub-
jectivities that arise from novel configurations of power and wealth while
remaining consistent with the epistemological foundations of state power
and modalities of exercising power, more generally. In other words, do-
minion over persons and things may be surfacing out of ambiguous inter-
dependencies (state/non-state) while remaining consistent with the exi-
gencies of the exercise of state power.
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12 Toward a new research agenda

Ronald Kassimir and Robert Latham

The end of the Cold War ushered in a new optimism about the capacities
of the international community to contend with a multitude of economic,
political, and environmental problems in Africa and other regions around
the world. In part, the new era held out the promise that this community
would be able to devise intervention strategies and pursue international
security free from geo-political calculations and ideological debates and
thus be more open to dealing directly with conflict, poverty, and environ-
mental degradation on their own terms (Boutros-Ghali 1992).

Peacekeeping, conflict prevention and post-conflict reconstruction,
emergency humanitarian relief, liberalization-driven development pro-
grams, environmental cooperation and oversight, democratization, and
the building of civil societies still might offer some viable courses of inter-
national action. But a considerable degree of pessimism and a growing
discourse of failure have emerged recently among policy makers, scholars,
journalists, and activists in the West (Rieff 1996).

Nowhere has the tendency toward pessimism been more striking than
in Africa. The ongoing crisis in the Great Lakes, which we chronicled in
the introduction to this volume, is perhaps the most visceral recent exem-
plar for the pessimistic position. In the most extreme of these views, the
continent’s security problems are largely internally driven, and portrayed
as hopelessly intractable and impervious to improvement from outside
or from within. Africa has become a symbol of the limits of interven-
tion, international security, and of global governance more generally.1 In
a related way, forms of intervention coded as unambiguous “failures,”
such as Somalia, influence subsequent decisions on future peacekeeping
efforts elsewhere, e.g. Rwanda, the Congo, and Sierra Leone.

Thus, the discourse on Africa is bounded by, on the one hand, the
immediate post-Cold War optimism (reinvigorated, in the aftermath of

1 Kaplan’s (in)famous piece in the Atlantic Monthly (1994), of course, comes to mind. But
even more scholarly and practitioner-oriented accounts connect with this pessimism, if
not for Africa, then for the possibility of international institutions, including humanitarian
NGOs, to do more good than harm. For examples, see de Waal (1997) and Tvedt (1998).
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President Clinton’s 1998 visit to the continent, through talk of an “African
renaissance”) and, on the other, by more pessimistic visions. Either side
of this discourse tends to assume that the only relationship worth con-
templating in terms of intervention is the one between Western interven-
ers and Africans. However, as each chapter in this volume has shown,
there are webs of transboundary relations that have historically extended
beyond the norms and operational codes of the juridical international
institutions and key states that make up the active “international com-
munity.” In effect, global managers of intervention do not monopolize
the interventions or interactions occurring across boundaries.

As the pessimists (but not only them) point out, the agents of global
governance (be they Western states, international institutions, or NGOs)
have not found a tabula rasa in the countries that have been the recipients
or targets of intervention. The international community’s very modest
success in addressing Africa’s problems and possibilities, while surely
connected to the way that powerful states and international institutions
sometimes pursue narrow interests, is also a result of a lack of understand-
ing of power relations on the ground in African countries. This lack of
understanding both stems from and encourages a reliance on universal-
istic and sometimes overly technocratic formulas insufficiently informed
by African realities. It can also lead to a deficit of imagination in the de-
sign of intervention strategies, and in the very criteria used in deciding
when they are necessary and feasible.

One problem with the pessimistic vision is that it moves from this lack
of understanding to the position that if the international community re-
ally understood conditions on the ground, it would not bother about
getting involved. This willfully ignores those relative “success stories”
such as Ghana, Uganda, Mozambique, and South Africa where interna-
tional involvement can be plausibly claimed to have made a difference
(even if this difference is sometimes exaggerated by the optimists). But
the more important point is that the pessimistic emphasis on intractable
“internal” problems elides the fact that, in almost all cases, “external”
forces are already involved, already part of the constitution of order and
authority. Thus, the question of whether such forces can influence lo-
cal processes is a non-starter. They already do. The real question is how
this happens, and why, in the cases of conflict resolution, economic de-
velopment, environmental degradation, and many others, we witness so
many unintended consequences. For example, in conflict situations the
United Nations has begun to acknowledge both the complexity of local
and national alignments and the role of transboundary forces. The re-
cent debate on whether the “international community” needs to focus as
much on stopping the illegal trade in precious minerals that fuels African
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wars (and involves a wide range of licit and illicit, Western and African
actors) as it does on peacemaking demonstrates both that some modicum
of learning is possible and that international action can at least address
other kinds of international processes that clearly are part of the causes of
conflicts.

At the analytical level, we need a more rigorous theorizing of globaliza-
tion and at the same time a more sophisticated analysis of what constitutes
local order and authority. New research and new conceptual categories
are required. We are suggesting that transboundary formations may be
one of the categories to help us get beyond the present impasse. For ex-
ample, perhaps most central to a deficit of imagination is that African
conditions are too often read as the conditions of African states, with
states seen as the sole and/or inevitable cause of or solution to poverty and
conflict. This discourse includes an “anti-statist” impulse, which can be
found in the pro-market designs of the IFIs, and among some academics
and international activists. For the latter, oppressive states are typically
contrasted with seemingly progressive forces of civil society struggling to
resist state predations. Across all these perspectives the state retains its
centrality as a reference point, and in the process a very basic question
is obscured: when the state’s legitimacy is contested or its effective ca-
pacity and even presence are severely limited, what forms of authority
and governance operate in specific areas of social existence (such as the
economy) or in particular locales?

This question is particularly relevant to practitioners faced with the
tasks bundled together today under the label post-conflict reconstruction.
The term is a thin veil for what is in reality an incredibly ambitious task:
state-and-society building. Whether or not official interveners can self-
consciously realize these ambitions (especially with the limited resources
on tap), the lesson of the chapters in this volume is that transboundary
formations (which may include, but also extend beyond the category of
official intervener) are constitutive of political possibilities, in Africa and
elsewhere.

The future study of transboundary formations

Whether they recognize it or not, international interveners of all sorts,
by their very presence, are caught up in dynamic intersections involving
international, national, and local forces. We have labeled these intersec-
tions “transboundary formations” because they often have lasting and
deep impact on the political and social terrain within which they operate.
The problem is that we do not yet have a language to describe and analyze
these formations.
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One reason we lack such a language is that our standard conceptual
framework – the “levels-of-analysis” – serves to separate local, national,
and international forces so that analysis can be concentrated at each ap-
propriate level, rather than on the ways intersections occur and form
hybrid social spaces. This volume suggests that considerable amounts of
social power and political outcomes are being generated where interna-
tional, local, and national forces operate coterminously. Indeed, in these
situations it becomes impossible at times even to identify a set of dynamics
as squarely part of one level or another.

Even so, the three spatial identities (international, national, and local)
still can be part of our conceptual starting point for thinking about
transboundary formations. On the one hand, we gain a sense of what
transboundary formations are by their violation of the clean analytical
breakpoints of the levels-of-analysis framework. On the other, it would
be reductive not to recognize that there are different types of social spaces.
Indeed, what interests us are the intersections of these spaces.

With this in mind, we believe that lying at the core of the transbound-
ary formations considered in this volume is the interaction of forces as-
sociated with localities, states, or international realms. These forces can
vary in form and type: sometimes they are institutions or actors (such
as the local NGOs discussed by Schmitz); sometimes networks or struc-
tures of relations (such as the triple helix discussed by Callaghy); other
times norms and codes (such as those associated with sovereignty as dis-
cussed by Reno or with regulatory authority as discussed by Roitman).
Despite the fact that any given force likely operates in all three spaces,
we can still apply the label local, state, or international to these forces
because their basic constitution as empirical entities is associated with
one space or another – varying based upon who is directly involved
in the entity and the nature of its collective social purpose. The mili-
tias and rebel armies described by Reno, Nordstrom, and Roitman may
be enmeshed in an array of translocal forces such as diamond trading
networks and foreign armies, and may see the “international commu-
nity” as an audience for their claims. But we still apply the “local” label
because, as an entity, their range of membership and collective social
purpose are lodged in one locality or another. In the case of interna-
tional norms, they are distinguishable from local norms based on the
range of authorities that articulate them as well as on the range of collec-
tive (often universalistic) social purposes to which they are purported to
apply.

Moving on from this starting point for thinking about transboundary
formations is what is actually difficult, since we do not have any recog-
nizable conceptual moorings like the levels-of-analysis to help us. While
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the chapters by Cooper, Latham, and Kassimir, as well as Barnett, tell us
why transboundary formations matter and what some of the important
elements in their operation are, we believe we are only at the beginning
of the articulation of a new research area that joins a number of fields
in the social sciences and humanities (thus the self-conscious addition of
“toward” in the title of this conclusion).

For this reason, the editors of this volume ensured that they incorpo-
rated a range of case studies that empirically explore various dimensions
of transboundary formations. Each empirical chapter offers a different
glimpse into the workings of these phenomena. Each speaks to a distinct
set of concerns and raises unique questions that should be important to
future research.

What links the chapters is a focus on how the intersections of forces
associated with localities, states, and international realms produce forms
of authority and order in a social space. Perhaps the most easily rec-
ognized forms considered in the volume are the process of institution-
building and network formation discussed by Callaghy. Through his case
study of Uganda, he shows how a mechanism involving the Ugandan
state was constructed called the Multilateral Debt Fund. This construc-
tion was based on the relationship between Uganda and what Callaghy
labels a triple helix of forces in the international realm (comprising an in-
ternational debt regime, an international NGO advocacy network, and a
transnational epistemic community of experts). The relationship between
the triple helix and the Ugandan state is a transboundary formation whose
effects take a tangible form in the production of a recognizable institution
operating in the domestic realm.

What is interesting about this process is that it may be an instance
of nascent state-formation that is not directly attributable to war, se-
curity competition (Skocpol 1979; Tilly 1975), military occupation, or
the repertoires of international organizations applying formulas for state-
making (Boli and Thomas 1999; Meyer 1987). Rather, the crucial exter-
nal force is a structure of transnational governance (the helix). On the one
hand, this suggests that we might want to think about how to expand the
range of factors taken into consideration in the study of the international
dimensions of state-formation. On the other, we ought to reconsider how
we study international governance. Typically the study of international
governance starts by identifying the web of institutions involved in gover-
nance (Rosenau 1997; O. Young 1994) and then tries to show how that
web produces governance of one form or another. In contrast, Callaghy
underscores how important it might be to turn this formula on its head.
Processes of governance can shape or, in the case of Uganda, produce
the institutions that are involved in those processes. (Barnett points out
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that processes of governance can also shape the international institutions
involved in those processes in decisive ways).

One other notable dimension of Callaghy’s case is sequencing. Ini-
tially, the principal “local” actor in the triple helix was the Ugandan gov-
ernment. At the beginning of the debt regime’s subtle transformation,
debt was not an issue that prompted popular mobilization in Uganda or
most other debt-ridden countries. Over time, African NGOs devoted to
a resolution of the debt problem emerged, especially when international
advocacy groups and African governments created a linkage between debt
forgiveness and poverty reduction. This linkage created new stakes in
how resources previously allocated to debt service would now be used.
Local NGOs arose to make claims on this process. The broader research
question is: why do some issues linked to the international realm lend
themselves to civic mobilization and others do not? As Cooper reminds
us to consider, how does the presence or absence of such mobilization
change the international politics associated with an issue?

Schmitz’s chapter is directly concerned with such questions. Human
rights has become the most noted issue around which connections form
between popular contestations and the international realm. The litera-
ture that is developing in the field of international relations focusing on
these connections is, for Schmitz, a departure point (Risse et al. 1999).
While this literature is concerned with how advocates, local and inter-
national, form transnational networks that can effect changes in state
policies and international norms, Schmitz asks that we consider in the
Kenyan case how these networks shape the structure of civil society and
the very nature of domestic politics. The transboundary formation he
considers is composed of the triad of, first, a horizontal network of local
and national NGOs, second a vertical network linking these organiza-
tions to international NGOs and intergovernmental organizations, and
third, the Kenyan state. He advises us to consider the long-term effects of
vertical networks as they empower some kinds of mobilizations (and not
others), strengthen certain types of professionals and religious leaders,
and (unwittingly) contribute to reshaping the bases for organizing polit-
ical contestation (especially linked to ethnicity). These effects are clearly
consequential for, and indeed constitutive of, formations of authority and
order. Here, civil society itself is the political terrain wherein these for-
mations unfold rather than the state (although the state is an essential
factor in the changes Schmitz describes).

Schmitz thus suggests that we will have to move beyond the current
thinking on transnational networks to directly address the broader polit-
ical context within which networks operate. One key dimension which
he emphasizes, similar to Callaghy, is timing and sequencing – in other
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words, taking the long view of how transboundary connections shape
contexts, whether national, local, or regional, and how these connections
are themselves transformed over time.

Another route is to consider the issue of representation. On what
grounds, and by what means, do some NGOs claim to represent civil
society within local, national, and international realms? How do different
audiences receive those claims? Not only is the legitimacy (i.e. represen-
tativeness) of many local NGOs often taken for granted by international
institutions, but also we know little about the processes that make these
assumptions viable and their ultimate impact on the politics of a country
such as Kenya.2 If it is now recognized that domestic mobilization that
enters transnational networks can have a “boomerang” effect as it comes
back to influence state policy (Sikkink 1993), we need also to study how
the boomerang comes back to shape the civil society within which such
mobilization emerges and is sustained.

Obi’s chapter also documents for us the operation of a transbound-
ary formation involving, first, horizontal networks (of NGOs and protest
movements in the Niger Delta), second, the state (Nigeria), and third,
vertical networks (of INGOs and IOs). He addresses problems of author-
ity and order formation in a highly charged context within which various
organizations, sometimes in alliance and sometimes in competition, seek
support from Delta residents as well as the international realm.

But Obi’s case introduces a further complication that suggests an orig-
inal approach to transboundary formations. In the Delta there is a sec-
ond formation in operation, namely, that between, first, multinational oil
companies, second, the Nigerian state, and third, local notables who are
clients of the oil firms. The tangle of interests, identities, and contestations
that mark the Delta reflects the presence of two formations in the same so-
cial space. The juxtaposition of multiple transboundary formations oper-
ating in the very same locale is one for which our analytic tools are not well
developed. The Delta case suggests that we need to pay careful attention
to the relations within and between these different forms of connection.

Obi’s chapter calls attention to how this kind of analysis is both criti-
cal and complex. Political pressures from Delta networking (vertical and
horizontal) shape interactions between oil firms, the Nigerian state, and
local collaborators. This ends up taking somewhat bizarre, even perverse
form in corporate-sponsored development projects in the very commu-
nities that see themselves under siege by the company–state alliance.
At the same time, this alliance involves the firms’ engagement of state

2 For an exemplary discussion of these issues for Kenya, and one with comparative impli-
cations, see Ndegwa (1996).
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security forces for protection, which further provokes forms of Delta
protest.

The example of the oil companies points to a need to understand how
transnational economic actors deployed into localities change the rela-
tionship between those places and states. The study of MNCs has been
limited mostly to their impact on national economies and wider interna-
tional economic structures.3 But foreign firms are political actors in local
contexts on many levels – performing “state-like” welfare functions, en-
gaging security forces (public in the case of the Delta, private in the exam-
ples that Reno discusses in his work), and raising serious questions about
their accountability to populations over which their actions hold sway.4

The presence of the state in both transboundary formations in the Niger
Delta also points to a crucial issue for future research: what sort of roles
does the state take up as a mediator between international, national, and
local forces? How does this mediation unfold? What are its political dy-
namics and impact on various relevant contexts (domestic order, regional
politics)? And what are the limits to this role?5

While this volume makes clear that states, or at least state officials, are
key players in transboundary formations, the configuration of the states
involved can diverge quite widely from the classic territorial model. For
instance, there are what Reno (1998) has called “archipelago states,”
where rulers control only certain regions in order to retain access to
economic resources such as mineral wealth, often in alliance with MNCs
and private security companies. The rest of “the state” may be in the
hands of opposition forces, or simply ignored.

In working through this terrain, Reno focuses on a transboundary
formation involving, first, multinational firms investing in resource ex-
traction, second, formal holders of state power (and their rebel oppo-
nents), and third, the body of international norms associated with state
sovereignty upheld by global political and legal institutions. The sub-
tle irony at the core of Reno’s argument is that the (public) norm of
sovereignty is a means for the expansion of private authority. This au-
thority takes shape in the control of foreign companies over economic
assets, based on the assistance of private security firms, and in the “pri-
vatization” of resources and power by state rulers whose sovereign claims
are recognized internationally.

3 Two superb exceptions that stand out are Biersteker (1987) and Evans (1979).
4 For a discussion of this kind of accountability in regard to the IFIs, the UN system, and

NGOs, see Chege (1998).
5 A recent monograph based on extensive case studies by African economists asserts a

potential positive role for states in managing Africa’s insertion in global economic struc-
tures. See Mkandawire and Soludo (1998).
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In Reno’s formulation, the control of territory is a means to control
commerce and people, rather than the other way around. While this
process may be interpreted by some as an instance of “neo-medievalism,”
it is complicated by the central role that international sovereignty norms
play in its very construction. A contradiction is built into the core of this
dynamic, which provides incentives both to establish non-bureaucratic
forms of state power and for cycles of violent opposition to capture the
prize of sovereignty. Such a dynamic suggests short-term calculations
that may have severe limits even for the risk-taking firms that do business
with the rulers that Reno discusses. In political and moral terms, this
phenomenon may indeed represent the darkest side of the globalization
of capital and the ideologies that justify it. But it also opens up a whole
range of research issues: for multinational firms, what are the conditions
under which they will undertake such risky investments? For states, to
what degree does this configuration present a kind of equilibrium and
under what conditions might rulers be forced to adopt more traditional
state-formation strategies in order to maintain power and retain interna-
tional legitimacy?

Reno’s chapter also suggests that in such situations we need to pay
attention not only to disorder, but to the variety of orders in operation
that do not fit our standard models and for which there is a clear lack of
accountability of powerful state and non-state actors to local populations.

It is on this issue that the chapters by Roitman and Nordstrom are par-
ticularly relevant. They both call attention to military–commercial net-
works or “regulatory authorities,” operating within and across national
borders, which together with the state constitute two sides of a trans-
boundary formation. Notably, local communities constitute the remain-
ing part. Within this formation, the authors call attention to the relations
of trust that develop between state and non-state participants in these
networks (Nordstrom) and to the emergent norms of “rights-in-seizure”
that legitimate coercive practices (Roitman).

The chapters by Roitman and Nordstrom open up a range of questions
about the ways in which authority and local order are constructed in the
communities drawn into these kinds of networks. To what degree do rebel
armies, mercenary bands, and private security firms employed by local
and transnational economic interests maintain order by means other than
violence? In the classic language of political sociology, do they translate
power into authority, and how is this accomplished?

This in turn raises the question of how transboundary formations are
understood and valued by various social groups. In her chapter, Roitman
argues that military–commercial “regulatory authorities” are “normal-
ized” in the border regions of the Chad Basin. By this, we take her to mean
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that they have become taken for granted, that there is a generalized sense
of “this is how things are” or “this is how things work.” Nordstrom also
argues that these networks, and the power relationships that they have en-
gendered, have become “institutionalized” in the war-ravaged countries
of Mozambique and Angola. To what degree is this normalization and
institutionalization evident elsewhere? Has this taken-for-granted quality
reshaped the identities of local populations, their sense of citizenship, and
their expectations of their governments?6

Conclusion

Transboundary formations are a widespread phenomenon in the devel-
oping world. And while the range of forces associated with them is very
broad, not all relationships across international, state, and local realms
constitute transboundary formations. As we have defined them, trans-
boundary relationships become formations when they produce and/or
sustain forms of authority and order. Development aid, for example, can
in one context be part of an effort to refashion socio-economic relations
in a country (which otherwise would not occur without the aid program).
In this case not only are international development experts likely to be
deployed directly into one locale or another, but models and norms of
development as well (see Cooper and Packard 1997; Ferguson 1994). In
other contexts, aid may simply flow to state coffers without directly chang-
ing the nature of authority and order in the “targeted” country (however
much it might be a resource exploited by existing elites to maintain power
or a means to increase donor influence in the receiving country). In the
former instance we have a transboundary formation, while in the latter
we do not.

Also, transboundary formations are hardly new, as Cooper underscores
in his chapter and we discuss in the introduction. They are not just arti-
facts of the post-Cold War or even a post-World War world. Colonial em-
pires involved transboundary formations of considerable depth and mag-
nitude. Cooper demonstrates how one can view the slave trade system as
a transboundary formation involving plantations, colonial governments,

6 To the degree that this sense of normalization is incomplete, we need to know how local
populations imagine other possible forms of authority. We owe this point to conversations
with Paul Richards who has prompted us to ask: who seeks autonomy from existing
transboundary formations? What projects do they undertake in pursuit of this autonomy?
Of course, much past analysis has emphasized social groups seeking autonomy from
the state. A much-cited exemplar is Rothchild and Chazan (1988), who develop the
distinction of social orientations of incorporation with or disengagement from the state.
But this distinction has proved problematic, as many empirical studies have shown that
both individuals and social groups often display complex mixes of both orientations.
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traders, slavers in Africa, and some manufacturers in Britain. He shows
us how a formation of this sort can evoke reactions such as the antislav-
ery movement wherein a web of networks was able to make slavery an
international issue (the parallels to the kind of protest around indigenous
rights and environmental degradation discussed by Obi, human rights
discussed by Schmitz, and debt forgiveness discussed by Callaghy are
difficult to miss). Cooper makes it clear how complex the contexts and
cross-currents have always been (involving imperialism, ideologies such
as humanitarianism, and socio-economic structures).

Although we have focused on sub-Saharan Africa, transboundary for-
mations have widespread historical and contemporary resonance. We
know of dramatic cases where it has applied to places such as Europe
(e.g. the Marshall Plan) and Japan. Yet we are only at the beginning in
our understanding of how formations of order and authority within the
developed world emerge from transboundary economic regulatory insti-
tutions (e.g. credit rating organizations [Sinclair 1999]), global financial
structures (networks of currency trading), or new modes of transnational
legal arbitration (Dezalay and Garth 1996).

Like these dimensions of contemporary globalization, several of the
transboundary formations discussed in this volume may be seen as
“innovations”: the strategic use of sovereignty to benefit from a changing
global economy, the use of networks to compensate for institutional limi-
tations, the extraversion of non-state organizations to gain resources and
support from the international community, and the emergence of new
governance mechanisms.

It is tempting to view these innovations, such as they are, through
the lens of “hybridity” as actors combine “local” and “national” ideas,
institutions, and practices with those available through transboundary
connections. However, we want to call attention to the limits of the “hy-
bridity” lens, both for analytical and politico-moral reasons. Analytically,
identifying the hybrid nature of transboundary formations is a starting
point, not an end point. A research agenda must encompass the varying
ways in which different ideas and institutions combine to produce specific
forms of order and authority. What counts as “innovation” is not the fact
of hybridity, but the production of new forms of authority and order, and
closing off of other forms.

This might seem like a call for substituting for hybridity the lens of neo-
medievalism – a political condition where overlapping and criss-crossing
orders and authorities predominate. However, the neo-medieval lens has
a tendency (as does hybridity) to celebrate innovation and variegation for
their own sakes. As we have seen, many of the actors and institutions that
constitute transboundary formations chronicled in this volume, whatever
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their goals, are supremely unaccountable to local populations: warlord-
presidents, international development agencies, or multinational oil com-
panies. For those suffering the most from unequal and violent trans-
boundary structures, there are enormous constraints on their capacity
to take their destiny in their own hands and imagine a future defined at
least partly on their own terms. The organizational “innovations” they
experience are more like a rope around their necks. At the same time,
some chapters in this volume show how some kinds of transboundary
formations become the conditions for the realization of that better future.
Still, the organizational innovations that people affected by transbound-
ary formations may fashion in response to their plight are something to
be celebrated only if they provide the means to that realization. They may
be looking to a time when the provision of order and authority does not
have to be taken into the hands of ordinary people, to a time when things
need not be so “hybridized” or suggestive of medieval political life, to a
time when transboundary formations might produce the kind of author-
ity that would be welcomed as “normalized.” If this sounds like a call for a
legitimate, capable, and accountable state, attribute it to our sense that in
contemporary processes of globalization, and the transboundary connec-
tions they engender, the public projects associated historically with states
remain critical to everyday life. This, we believe, is as true for Africa as
anywhere else.

The hybridity which is indeed inherent in transboundary formations
contains a wide range of political projects and engenders many political
effects. Future researchers studying the relationship between transbound-
ary forces and specific locales in Africa and elsewhere will need to discover
ways of identifying the mechanisms that make these projects and effects
legible and public.
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Bayart, Jean-François 1989a, “Les églises chrétiennes et la politique du ventre,”
Politique Africaine 35: 3–26

1989b, L’état en Afrique, Paris: Fayard. (Also translated and published as
Bayart 1993)

1993, The State in Africa: The Politics of the Belly, New York: Longman
Publishing

1994, “L’invention paradoxale de la modernité économique,” in Jean- François
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‘informels’ tchadiens,” Revue Tiers Monde 152: 879–896
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Subsaharienne, Paris: Autrepart, pp. 91–104

Greif, Avner 1996, “Contracting, Enforcement, and Efficiency: Economics
Beyond the Law,” in Michael Bruno and Boris Pleskovic (eds.), Annual
World Bank Conference on Development Economics, Washington, DC: The
World Bank, pp. 239–265

Guarnizo, Luis Eduardo and Michael Peter Smith 1998, “The Locations of
Transnationalism,” in Michael Peter Smith and Luis Eduardo Guarnizo
(eds.), Transnationalism from Below, New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers,
pp. 3–34

Gupta, Akhil 1992, “The Song of the Nonaligned World: Transnational Identities
and the Reinscription of Space in Late Capitalism,” Cultural Anthropology
7: 63–79

Gupta, Akhil and James Ferguson 1997a, “Culture, Power, Place: Ethnography
at the End of an Era,” in Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (eds.), Culture,
Power, Place: Explorations in Critical Anthropology, Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, pp. 10–32

1997b, “Discipline and Practice,” in Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson (eds.),
Anthropological Locations: Boundaries and Grounds of a Field Science, Berkeley:
University of California Press, pp. 1–46

Guyer, Jane I. 1992, “Representation Without Taxation: An Essay on Democracy
in Rural Nigeria, 1952–1990,” African Studies Review 35: 41–79

1994, “The Spatial Dimensions of Civil Society in Africa: An Anthropologist
Looks at Nigeria,” in John W. Harbeson, Donald Rothchild, and Naomi



290 References

Chazan (eds.), Civil Society and the State in Africa, Boulder: Lynne Rienner,
pp. 215–230

Haas, Peter M. (ed.) 1992, “Knowledge, Power, and International Policy
Coordination,” special issue of International Organization 46: 1

Hancock, Graham 1989, Lords of Poverty: The Power, Prestige, and Corruption of
the International Aid Business, New York: Atlantic Monthly Press

Hanlon, Joseph, 1984, Mozambique: The Revolution Under Fire, London: Zed
Books

1991, Mozambique: Who Calls the Shots?, Bloomington: Indiana University
Press

1996, Peace Without Profit, Oxford: James Currey
Hannerz, Ulf 1996, Transnational Connections: Culture, People, Places, London:

Routledge
Hansen, Karen 1997, Keeping House in Lusaka, New York: Columbia University

Press
Harbeson, John W., Donald Rothchild, and Naomi Chazan (eds.), 1994, Civil

Society and the State in Africa, Boulder: Lynne Rienner
Harding, J. 1996, “The Mercenary Business,” in Jane Hindle and Alan Bennett

(eds.), London Review of Books: An Anthology, London: Verso, pp. 3–9
Harvey, David 1989, The Condition of Postmodernity, Oxford: Blackwell
Haugerud, Angelique forthcoming, “The Disappearing Local? Rethinking

Global/Local Connections,” in Ali Mirsepassi, Amrita Basu, and Frederick
Weaver (eds.),Global/Local: Re-visioning the Area Studies Debate, Syracuse:
Syracuse University Press

Headrick, Daniel R. 1981, The Tools of Empire: Technology and European
Imperialism in the Nineteenth Century, Oxford: Oxford University Press

Hecht, David and Maliqalim Simone 1994, Invisible Governance: The Art of
African Micropolitics, Brooklyn: Autonomedia

Hechter, Michael 1975, Internal Colonialism, Berkeley: University of California
Press

Hempstone, Smith 1997, Rogue Ambassador, An African Memoir, Tennessee:
University of the South Press

Herbst, Jeffrey 1996, “Responding to State Failure in Africa,” International
Security 21: 120–44

2000, States and Power in Africa, Princeton: Princeton University Press
Hibou, Beatrice 1996, L’Afrique est-elle protectionniste? Les chemins buissonniers de
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Découverte

Oladipo, Tunde 1998, “Task Force Extortion?” AM News (Lagos) January 14: 2
1999, “Alleged Looting by Marwa Administrators,” PM News (Lagos) May

18: 1
Olarewaju, Segun 1998, “Protest Against Private Taxmen,” PM News (Lagos)

November 9: 16–17
Olowu, Dele 1999, “Local Governance, Democracy and Development,” in

Richard Joseph (ed.), State, Conflict, and Democracy in Africa, Boulder:
Lynne Rienner, pp. 285–296

Onanuga, B. 1998, “The Dangerous Oil Fields,” The News (Lagos) September
14: 13

Ong, Aihwa 1999, Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality,
Durham, NC: Duke University Press



298 References

Onishi, N. 1999, “Deep in the Republic of Chevron,” Sunday New York Times
Magazine, July 4

Onuf, Nicholas 1995, “Levels,” European Journal of International Relations 1:
25–58

Oxfam International 1995, “Multilateral Debt: An End to the Crisis?” position
paper, October

1996, “Debt Relief and Poverty Reduction: New Hope for Uganda,” September
1997, “Poor Country Debt Relief: False Dawn or New Hope for Poverty

Reduction?” April
1999, “Outcome of the IMF/Work Bank September 1999 Annual Meetings:

Implications for Poverty Reduction and Debt Relief,” October
Pasha, Mustapha Kamal 1997, “Ibn Khaldun and World Order,” in S. Gill and

J. Mittelman (eds.), Innovation and Transformation in International Studies,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Perry, Donna L. 1997, “Rural Ideologies and Urban Imaginings: Wolof
Immigrants in New York City,” Africa Today 44: 229–260

Pideu, K. 1995, “Une province abandonée aux coupeurs de route,” La Nouvelle
Expression (Douala) 243: 6

Pitkin, Hannah Fenichel 1967, The Concept of Representation, Berkeley: University
of California Press

Platt, D.C.M. 1968, “The Imperialism of Free Trade: Some Reservations,”
Economic History Review 21: 296–306

Polak, Jacques 1997, “The World Bank and IMF: A Changing Relationship,” in
Davesh Kapur, John P. Lewis, and Richard Webb (eds.), The World Bank:
Its First Half Century, Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, pp.
473–522

Pomeranz, Kenneth 2000, The Great Divergence: Europe, China, and the Making
of the Modern World Economy, Princeton: Princeton University Press

Powell, Walter 1990, “Neither Market nor Hierarchy: Network Forms of
Organisation,” Research on Organizational Behavior 12: 295–336

Prakash, Gyan 1990, Bonded Histories: Geneaologies of Labor Servitude in Colonial
India, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Price, Richard 1998, “Reversing the Gun Sights: Transnational Civil Society
Targets Land Mines,” International Organization 52: 613–644

Przeworski, Adam and Fernando Limongi 1997, “Modernization: Theories and
Facts,” World Politics 49: 155–183

Pullella, Philip 1998, “Pope Suggests Third World Debt Relief for 2000,” Reuters
Putnam, Robert D. 1988, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of

Two-Level Games,” International Organization 42: 427–460
Raz, Joseph 1990a, “Introduction,” in Joseph Raz (ed.), Authority, New York:

New York University Press, pp. 1–19
(ed.) 1990b, Authority, New York: New York University Press

Reeves, Ross and Michel Moulard 1993, Postwar Strategy for Forestry Development
and Environmental Management, Monrovia: Ministry of Planning and
Economic Affairs

Reno, William 1995, Corruption and State Politics in Sierra Leone, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press



References 299

1998, Warlord Politics and African States, Boulder: Lynne Rienner
Republic of Kenya 1992, “Report of the Parliamentary Select Committee to

Investigate Ethnic Clashes in Western and Other Parts of Kenya,” Nairobi:
The National Assembly

Republic of Liberia 1993, “Memorandum on Behavior of Firestone During the
Liberian Civil War,” Ministry of Finance, May 6

Republic of South Africa 1998, Commentary to Regulation of Foreign Military
Assistance Act, February 26

Reuters 1998, “Ugandan Debt Deal Seen Boosting Investor Confidence,”
April 9

Ribot, Jesse C. 1999, “Decentralisation, Participation and Accountability in
Sahelian Forestry: Legal Instruments of Political-Administrative Control,”
Africa 69: 23–65

Rice, Susan 1997, “Remarks at African Studies Association Meeting,” ASA
presentation, Columbus, Ohio

Richards, Paul 1996, Fighting for the Rain Forest: War, Youth and Resources in
Sierra Leone, Oxford: James Currey

Rieff, David 1996, Slaughterhouse: Bosnia and the Failure of the West, New York:
Touchstone Books

Rieffel, Alexis 1985, “The Role of the Paris Club in Managing Debt Problems,”
Essays in International Finance No. 161, Princeton University

Risse, Thomas, Stephen C. Ropp, and Kathryn Sikkink (eds.) 1999, The Power
of Human Rights: International Norms and Domestic Change, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press

Robertson, Roland 1992, Globalization: Social Theory and Global Culture,
London: Sage

Robinson, D. 1996, Ogoni: The Struggle Continues, Geneva and Nairobi: World
Council of Churches and All African Council of Churches

Robinson, Ronald and John Gallagher 1961, Africa and the Victorians, New York:
Anchor Books

Roitman, Janet 1996, “Objects of the Economy and the Language of Politics in
Northern Cameroon,” Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania

1998, “The Garrison-Entrepôt,” Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines 38: 297–329
Rosenau, James N. 1969, Linkage Politics: Essays on Convergence of National and

International Systems, New York: The Free Press
1990, Turbulence in World Politics: A Theory of Change and Continuity, Princeton:

Princeton University Press
1992, “Governance, Order and Change in World Politics,” in James N.,

Rosenau, and Ernst-Otto Czempiel (eds.), Governance Without Government:
Order and Change in World Politics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
pp. 1–29

1997, Along the Domestic–Foreign Frontier: Exploring Governance in a Turbulent
World, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Ross, Marc 1997a, “Culture and Identity in Comparative Political Analysis,” in
Mark Irving Lichbach and Alan S. Zuckerman (eds.), Comparative Politics:
Rationality, Culture, and Structure, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press



300 References

1997b, The Management of Conflict: Interpretations and Interests in Comparative
Perspective, New Haven: Yale University Press

Rothchild, Donald and Naomi Chazan (eds.) 1988, The Precarious Balance: State
and Society in Africa, Boulder: Westview Press

Rowell, A. 1996a, Green Backlash: Global Subversion of the Environmental
Movement, New York: Routledge

1996b “Sleeping with the Enemy,” Village Voice January 23
Ruggie, John Gerard 1982, “International Regimes, Transactions and Change:

Embedded Liberalism in the Postwar Economic Order,” International
Organization 36: 379–415

1983, “Continuity and Transformation in the World Polity: Toward a
Neorealist Synthesis,” World Politics 35: 261–285

1993, “Territoriality and Beyond: Problematizing Modernity in International
Relations,” International Organization 47: 139–174

Saccoh, Sheku 1995a, “Capital Flight in Sierra Leone,” Africa Economic Digest
February 13: 14

1995b, “Sierra Leone’s Mines Evacuated,” The Mining Journal January
27: 57

Sachs, Jeffrey, Kwesi Botchwey, Maciej Cuchra, and Sara Serban 1999, “Imple-
menting Debt Relief for the HIPCs,” Center for International Development,
Harvard University, Policy Paper No. 2, August

Saluseki, Bivan 2000, “IMF Reforms Have Brought Poverty, Says Chiluba,” The
Post of Zambia February 9

Sarooshi, Daneesh 1999, The United Nations and the Development of Collective
Security: The Delegation by the UN Security Council of its Chapter VII Powers,
Oxford: Oxford University Press

Saro-Wiwa, Ken 1995, A Month and a Day: A Detention Diary, London: Penguin
Sassen, Saskia 1995, Losing Control? Sovereignty in an Age of Globalization, New

York: Columbia University Press
1998a, Globalization and Its Discontents, London: Norton.
1998b, “The State and the New Geography of Power,” paper presented at the

American Anthropological Association meetings, Philadelphia
Schatzberg, Michael (ed.) 1987, The Political Economy of Kenya, New York:

Praeger
Schmidt-Nowara, Christopher 1999, Empire and Antislavery: Spain, Cuba, and

Puerto Rico, 1833–1874, Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press
Schmitz, Hans Peter 1999, “Transnational Human Rights Activism and Political

Change in Kenya and Uganda,” in Thomas Risse, Stephen C. Ropp,
and Kathryn Sikkink (eds.), The Power of Human Rights: International
Norms, and Domestic Change, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp.
39–77

Schmitz, Hans Peter, and Kathryn Sikkink 2001, “Human Rights and Interna-
tional Relations Theory,” in W. Carlsnaes, T. Risse, and B. Simmons (eds.),
Handbook of International Relations, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage

Schraeder, Peter, Steven Hook, and Bruce Taylor 1998, “Clarifying the Foreign
Aid Puzzle: A Comparison of American, Japanese, French and Swedish Aid
Flows,” World Politics 50: 294–323



References 301

Scott, James C. 1990, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts,
New Haven: Yale University Press

Scott, Julius 1986, “A Common Wind: Currents of Afro-American Commu-
nication in the Age of the Haitian Revolution,” Ph.D. dissertation, Duke
University

Sevigny, David 1990, The Paris Club: An Insider’s View, Ottawa: The North–South
Institute

Shaw, Martin 1998, “The Historical Sociology of the Future,” Review of
International Political Economy 5: 321–336

Shearer, David 1998, Private Armies and Military Intervention, London:
International Institute for Strategic Studies

Shils, Edward 1975, Center and Periphery, Chicago: University of Chicago Press
Shore, Chris and Susan Wright 1997, “Policy: A New Field of Anthropology,”

in Chris Shore and Susan Wright (eds.), Anthropology of Policy: Critical
Perspectives on Governance and Power, New York: Routledge, pp. 3–41

Sikkink, Kathryn 1993, “Human Rights, Principled Issue-Networks, and
Sovereignty in Latin America,” International Organization 47: 411–441

Simmons, P.J. 1998, “Learning to Live with NGOs,” Foreign Policy 12: 82–96
Sinclair, Timothy 1994, “Passing Judgement: Credit Rating Processes as

Regulatory Mechanisms of Governance in the Emerging World Order,”
Review of International Political Economy 1: 133–160

1999, “Bond Rating Agencies and Coordination in the Global Political
Economy,” in A. Claire Cutler, Virginia Haufler, and Tony Porter (eds.),
Private Authority and International Affairs, Albany: State University of New
York Press

Singer, J.D. 1961, “The Levels of Analysis Problem in International Relations,”
in Klaus Knorr and Sidney Verba (eds.), The International System: Theoretical
Essays, Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 77–92

Sklar, Richard L. 1993, “The African Frontier for Political Science,” in Robert
H. Bates, V.Y. Mudimbe, and Jean O’Barr (eds.), Africa and the Disciplines,
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 83–110

Skocpol, Theda 1979, States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of
France, Russia and China, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Skogley, S. 1997, “Complexities in Human Rights Protection: Actors and Rights
Involved in the Ogoni Conflict,” Netherlands Quarterly of Human Rights 15,
1: 51

Slaughter, Anne-Marie 1997, “The Real New World Order,” Foreign Affairs 76:
183–197

Smith, D., D. Solinger, and S. Topik (eds.) 1999, States and Sovereignty in the
Global Economy, New York: Routledge

Smith, Jackie, Charles Chatfield, and Ron Pagnucco (eds.) 1997, Transnational
Social Movements and Global Politics: Solidarity Beyond the State, Syracuse:
Syracuse University Press

Smith, Robert 1989, Warfare & Diplomacy in Pre-Colonial West Africa, Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press

Soremekun, Kayode and Cyril Obi 1993, “The Changing Pattern of Private
Foreign Investments in the Nigerian Oil Industry,” Africa Development 18, 3



302 References

Soudan, F. 1996, “La guerre secrète,” Jeune Afrique 187: 13–19
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Sané, Pierre, Amnesty International, 161
Sarawak, 214
Saro-Wiwa, Ken, Nigeria, 179, 181–2,

184, 185, 191
Sassou-Nguesso, Denis,

Congo-Brazzaville, 205



Index 319

Save the Children fund, 212
Savimbi, Jonas, UNITA, 231
schools, provision of, 250
scope, of transterritorial deployments,

76–8, 78
Seattle, ‘battle for’, 139
security

for multilateral creditors, 212
private provision of, 18, 76, 99, 208–11,

212
for smaller firms, 207
state as source of, 43, 49, 99, 110, 273
see also private security companies

self-determination, colonial demands for,
39, 40

Senegal, 35
Senghor, Léopold, 41
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