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INTRODUCTION

ost people would agree that poverty is a bad thing. Efforts

by a wide range of actors to promote development have in

recent times yielded some positive results. Thus we have been
witness to improvements in life expectancy and literacy together with a
reduction in child mortality and the incidence of infectious disease in
certain parts of the world. Nevertheless, poverty and inequality appear
as resilient as ever and human development — understood as develop-
ment that prioritises human well-being and aims at enlarging opportu-
nities, freedoms and choices — continues to proceed slowly, with recent
evidence painting a rather gloomy picture. Consider the following: 1.4
billion people in poverty, 1.6 billion live without access to modern en-
ergy, 25 per cent of the world’s children suffer from malnutrition and
one in six have no supply of clean water.' Despite the high expectations
generated at the start of the 1990s, the past two decades have offered lit-
tle hope to many poor countries whose populations increasingly find
themselves in a complex web of poverty and deprivation. It is therefore
relevant to question the current status of the development agenda and
examine why development has generally eluded the poor. What is the
development agenda? Who shapes it, and for whom? Moreover, to what
extent is there agreement at national and local levels on the urgency of
addressing issues of poverty and deprivation and what characterises the
global commitment to address the challenge of poverty and inequality
in the 215t century? Indeed, it may be plausible to claim that the develop-
ment agenda is at a crossroads and some important choices will have to
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be made and effective decisions must be taken. In order to do so, we need
to flesh out and re-visit some of the factors that have made development
elusive — perhaps on occasion even evasive — for large groups of the poor.
Are we setting too ambitious targets for ourselves without possessing the
required analytical tools? Or is it the case that despite our knowledge
of the different types of deprivation, our response is coated in ad-hoc
interventions, where dousing the flames of a fire is the goal rather than
preventing the fire in the first place? If so, is it for want of finances? Or
political commitment? Or both? Related to the above is the question of
whether we are sufficiently aware of a set of strategies that best help pro-
mote development and reduce poverty, and whether world leaders dem-
onstrate sufficient political commitment to fight poverty and inequality.

There are numerous books on development, and many more are be-
ing written as you read this text. And it would be perfectly natural to ask
why one should write yet another book on development. My response
would be that the goal here is not to provide yet another summary of the
history of the term and the dominant theoretical approaches that have
defined the discipline of development studies. Indeed, there are some
very good books out there which address these issues. Rather, this work
is an attempt to critically explore a small set of interrelated topics that
I have worked on over the past decade or so. The choice of topics itself
can be criticised for being too small, largely based on my own research
interests, and that the book does not address several other, if not more,
important topics. Let me make it clear right away: I sympathise with such
criticism. Nonetheless, I believe the topics discussed in this book are not
only important for an understanding of the factors that explain elusive
development but furthermore are large enough issues to accommodate
various sub-topics that may or may not be discussed in detail in this book.

The overarching argument is that we have reached a stage where there
is considerable information about each particular topic and each particu-
lar problem and yet we do not see how these detailed bits of knowledge
- some of them indeed quite substantial — are related to the larger picture
of development or the lack of it. We are often reminded of increasing
levels of poverty and immense suffering that characterises the lives of the
poor in large parts to the developing world. And yet the general percep-
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INTRODUCTION

tion is that despite the considerable effort that is being put into promot-
ing development, we are not really achieving the goals and purpose that
we ourselves have defined. Hence, it is pertinent to ask what we really
know about development or the lack of development. To what extent do
we really understand concepts and approaches that claim to explain why
large parts of the world remain in poverty and large groups of people
within these countries struggle to make ends meet? Do we possess too
much knowledge about a particular problem and hence find ourselves
digging deeper without being aware of other holes being dug at the same
time? Moreover, how credible is our knowledge? And to what extent is
our knowledge based on the knowledge and views of the people suffer-
ing, and consequently to what extent is our knowledge shaped by the
views, intentions and perceptions of local, regional and national elites or
well-intentioned organisations based in affluent countries? I do not claim
to know the answer to all of these questions, but the aim of this book is
to critically examine the following set of burning issues that are an inte-
gral part of the current development agenda: corruption, democracy, hu-
man rights, climate change and foreign aid. I discuss these topics on the
basis of empirical evidence collected from fieldwork I have undertaken
mainly in South Asia (India and Bangladesh) and in Sub-Saharan Africa
(Uganda, Malawi and Ethiopia). Some of the material is also influenced
by shorter research-related visits to Vietnam, Hong Kong, South Korea,
Tanzania, Kenya, South Africa and Mexico. There is definitely an Indian
bias, however, since I have conducted extensive research in that country
for more than a decade on numerous development-related issues. I have
also tried to structure the essays such that an overview of the topic and
main arguments are followed by an analysis of one or more case studies
that I have conducted on the subject. Finally, some of the chapters build
on guest lectures that I have given at various universities in Scandinavia
and abroad over the past five years.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK
The chapters are somewhat provocatively titled and my original idea was
that these will reflect the plot of a feature film, with a hero/heroine, a
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villain, a sidekick, a saviour, etc. However, as the work with the book pro-
gressed, I found it difficult to cast the actors in this film on development
and hence not all of the chapters have ended up with catchy titles. In
the ensuing sections, I provide a short summary of the main arguments
in the book, essay-wise.

In chapter two, I outline the case for development as the elusive
agenda. I argue that while there may be numerous explanations behind
the increasingly elusive nature of development, a combination of three
interrelated sets of issues appears particularly relevant today. First, we
must focus on the factors that actually produce and sustain inequality
and poverty, in particular, by better understanding the motivation of
individuals to attain wealth. In the development discourse, there is a
considerable amount of attention directed at poverty reduction, while
very few speak of inequality reduction. It is this reluctance to address the
problem of inequality by both international and domestic actors that
must be addressed at the earliest. Second, I argue that the development
agenda has now become full of buzzwords that promise more than they
deliver. And a new term or approach is coined and adopted by develop-
ment agencies with recurrent frequency. While this can be seen as a way
to address the continued rise of poverty and the lack of development in
many parts of the world, such buzzwords appear to have become more a
matter of rhetoric and less about operationalisation on the ground. Third,
I focus on three crises that have dominated the development discourse
in the past few years — finance, food and climate — and I argue that our
obsession with ‘crises’ distracts, and prevents, us from addressing the vul-
nerability of the poor to chronic and acute forms of poverty.

One of the dominant explanations for elusive development in the past
decade or so has been the negative role played by corruption in develop-
ment, which is also the focus of chapter three. The advice of aid agencies
and others to national governments aimed at combating corruption has,
however, had limited impact. Indeed I believe that there is generally a
lack of understanding of how corruption continues to thrive and is sus-
tained by underlying structural causes and imbalances and those societal
actors that continue to benefit from corrupt acts either in the role of a
giver or a recipient. It is therefore of the essence to understand — using
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INTRODUCTION

anthropological methods — how corruption actually manifests itself in
relation to development interventions at the local level. I further argue
that while corruption is the ‘usual suspect’ - since it is usually assigned
most of the blame for failed development — we ought to delve deeper
into the challenges of implementing public policy in order to under-
stand why development interventions often do not achieve their desired
results. Moreover, I argue that the discourse on corruption in developing
countries often functions as a safety valve for overall frustration with
government efforts or as an expression of a feeling of despondency. It is
therefore too simplistic to accord corruption the main blame for all of
the problems facing developing countries. Although it is usually a fac-
tor in some way or other, the corruption approach may not always offer
the best explanation as to ‘why things do not work out as they should’
Thus while corruption is indeed a major problem, we tend to ignore
the wider policy environment and although corruption is invariably an
important factor, it is by no means always the sole factor behind elusive
development.

An important debate on development has been the role of democracy
in promoting economic growth on the one hand and distributing the
benefits of growth and reducing poverty on the other. In chapter four,
I discuss the ‘saviour’ role that has been assigned to democracy both
in terms of salvaging and promoting development. While democracy
is said to provide greater voice and influence to the poor than non-
democratic systems, many democracies in developing countries are con-
stantly struggling to achieve high rates of economic growth and reduce
poverty. Hence it is pertinent to question why the democratic record of
poverty reduction is not better and how democracies can improve their
development record. In this quest, I examine the potential of democra-
cies in promoting socio-economic rights and freedoms and discuss the
historical trends and the argument for and against the democracy-devel-
opment relationship. In terms of the challenges ahead for democracies
in the developing world, I identify in particular, the role and conduct of
elections to be crucial and argue that in many countries, elected lead-
ers often appear to preserve and maintain the structures and processes
that facilitate the continuation of poverty. Indeed, politicians may have
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a strong incentive to maintain high levels of poverty, for example by
undertaking ad-hoc interventions aimed at projecting themselves as the
saviours of the poor during crises. As a result, the poor may feel that their
survival depends on the charity of such leaders and hence the poor may
continue to support these leaders by voting for them during elections.
Together with the increased talk of democracy being the saviour in
promoting development one also finds the growing rhetoric of human
rights, particularly in relation to human rights-based approaches to de-
velopment (HRBA). Since the urgency of reducing world poverty requires
innovative thinking, the HrRBA — which views the process of human
development being normatively based on international human rights
standards and operationally aimed at promoting and protecting human
rights — is considered by some to be a viable alternative to conventional
(needs-based) development. Despite many potential advantages, the dis-
course on HRBA has unfortunately been one of rhetorical appeal rather
than an emphasis on practical implementation and integration with
existing development initiatives. In chapter five, I therefore provide a
critical overview of the major conceptual foundations of an HrBA and
identify several challenges in operationalising a global theory such as
the HRBA to national and local practice in poor countries. Among these
is the need for greater conceptual clarity at national and local levels;
indeed, greater efforts are needed at the programmatic level and in the
identification and awareness of what it means to be a right-holder and
a duty-bearer and how one can effectively claim one’s rights and carry
out one’s duties. I also argue that we need to systematically attempt to
connect the HRBA to other accepted approaches, to learn and understand
the language and the concepts of ‘others’. This is necessary in order to
bridge not only the gap between human rights advocates and conven-
tional development practitioners but also in the quest to understand
local demands and frustrations. I further argue that if the human rights
approach is to make a substantial impact on poverty reduction, we must
examine how, when and why global and national policies incorporate el-
ements of HRBA and the motivations of actors who demand or resist the
implementation of socio-economic rights. Most importantly, we need
to better understand the national and local legal systems and strategies
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available to the poor that enable them to demand political accountabil-
ity and recur to the legal system to see their rights enforced.

Among the most talked-about problems in recent years have been
the challenges related to global warming and the resulting effects of
climate change on our ability to live and survive on earth. Indeed, the
climate change debate these days has achieved what the traditional envi-
ronmental agenda could not - it is propelling countries and their lead-
ers to recognise the threat that global warming poses to human life on
earth and hence to start deliberating on global, national and local steps
to adapt to the problem while at the same time undertaking efforts to
mitigate the risk. The purpose of chapter six is two-fold. First, I provide
an overview of the evolution of the climate change discourse, identi-
fying major disagreements and agreements in the process. The aim is
to provide a clearer view on how the traditional environment agenda
is related (and may sometimes be at conflict with) the climate change
agenda. I thereafter go on to specifically focus on the politics of climate
change — the new ‘battlefield’ in international relations — and discuss the
viewpoints of various groups and alliances of countries on the possibility
of agreeing on a global treaty for climate change. The second part of the
chapter is dedicated to understanding some of the challenges related to
climate change and the environment at national and local levels. Using a
case from India, I show the enormous political and administrative chal-
lenges of implementing a regulatory policy even when there exists clear
evidence of environmental benefits for the local population. And while
there is now growing consensus at the global level on the seriousness
of the issue at hand, I will argue that there is still a lack of appreciation
of the difficulties in implementing environmental friendly policies on
the ground and the type of political commitment necessary to make
substantive progress at local levels. I therefore question the extent to
which global agreements on climate change will lead to concrete results
at local levels. Does it help to think globally and act locally? If it does
not appear to work in India, will it work in countries with weaker insti-
tutional frameworks?

The final chapter of the book is on the ethics of aid and an examina-
tion of the type of moral obligation we have as humans to assist those in
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need, particularly those in distant lands. There are numerous arguments
both for and against aid, but suffice it to say that in recent years there
have been some interesting exchanges among various actors in the aid
world regarding the conceptual foundations and effectiveness of provid-
ing aid. Thus, Robert Calderisi (2006, 163) claims that ‘foreign aid, as a
whole, has not worked’ and that particularly in Africa, the record has
been disappointing in ‘areas meant to tackle poverty directly’ such as in
relation to ‘clinics, schools, literacy programmes, clean water supply, and
sanitation’. Such conclusions provide support for the critique of foreign
aid forwarded by scholars like William Easterly (2006), who has famously
made the case for ‘searchers’, i.e. those who not only find things that work
but also accept responsibility for their actions in comparison to ‘planners’
who tend to announce initiatives based on good intentions but are not
in a position to motivate others to implement them. Planners are also
supposedly more interested in applying ‘global blueprints’ rather than
adapting to local conditions. Jeffrey Sachs, the economist who has often
faced the brunt of Easterly’s criticism, has responded to this by claiming
that Easterly’s ‘main methodological error is a failure to make careful
distinctions across countries and types of aid programme. By neglecting
to hone in on what has worked and failed in the past, Easterly conveys a
misplaced sense of helplessness in the face of massive but solvable prob-
lems’ (Sachs 2006,1309). He goes on to argue that: “The critical fact is that
much is known about how to help the poor’ (ibid.). This is a contentious
issue and in the final essay in the volume (chapter 7), I examine a set of
dilemmas and challenges related to the provision of food aid, revisiting
the debate on the ethics and moral obligations of offering food aid. I
ask whether we are morally obliged to express solidarity with the poor
in distant lands. A recent report by the Food and Agricultural Organisa-
tion of the United Nations (FA0 2009, 8) estimates that the number of
hungry people in the world increased between 1995-97 and 2004-2006
in all regions except Latin America and the Caribbean. However, even
where there has been some success, the food and financial crises have
slowed down the pace of efforts aimed at promoting food security such
that meeting the hunger reduction targets of the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals remains in serious doubt. Thus it is pertinent to ask how
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can individuals in rich countries influence the aid policies of their gov-
ernments and to what extent can local elites in areas with high levels of
poverty be held more responsible for providing assistance to the needy
than those in faraway places, including regional and national capitals,
affluent foreigners and complete strangers.

Numerous and potentially interesting topics that are relevant to a dis-
cussion on elusive development are, however, not specifically discussed
in this book. These include, but are not limited to, problems associated
with fertility and aging of the world’s population, gender imbalances in
development, land reforms, frictions in — and restructuring of — world
trade and specific reform of key multilateral institutions, corporate social
responsibility, specific health challenges posed by Hiv/a1Ds and other
diseases, the work of Western bilateral aid agencies and the role of new
donors like China, South Korea, Taiwan, India and Brazil in promoting
development and combating poverty. Some of these issues are fleetingly
mentioned in the various chapters, but deserve much more attention
than I have been able to provide here. Nonetheless, the ensuing chapters
are based on a selection of topics that I feel are important for an under-
standing of the idea of elusive development. The essays therefore deal not
only with relatively broad and overarching issues but also with areas on
which I have conducted empirical work in mainly South Asia and sub-
Saharan Africa. Viewed together, I believe these essays go a considerable
way in trying to explain the notion of elusive development.
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evelopment and poverty reduction are currently echoed in nu-

merous social, economic and political contexts. But what does

it mean to develop a society or a country and do we know what
policies are best suited to eliminating severe deprivations that plague
hundreds of millions of people in the world? Indeed, many development
actors — including civil society organisations, multilateral and bilateral
agencies, academics, media persons and politicians — are now debating to
what extent the international community will be able to meet the devel-
opment goals that are enshrined in the Millennium Declaration. Reflect-
ing many of the above concerns, recent Human Development Reports
from the United Nations Development Programme (unppr) and World
Development Reports from the World Bank have shown that many of
the poorest countries are doing worse now than they were two decades
ago. With around 4o per cent of the world’s population — 2.5 billion
people — surviving on less than usp 2 a day, the task of national govern-
ments and the international community appears to be very clear-cut. We
need to react now. The gap between the world’s rich and poor countries
is also widening and the world’s richest five hundred individuals have
a combined income that is greater than that of the poorest 416 million
(uNDP 2005). Inequality is increasing even within countries that are oth-
erwise making progress in terms of human development. A uN official
put things in perspective when he observed a few years ago that, ‘Africa
cannot afford to see the world’s richest countries sleep walk their way to a
heavily signposted — and easily avoidable — human development disaster:'

I0
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Development has become the elusive agenda. The term elusive is often
associated with a variety of meanings and phases: One set of diction-
ary definitions focuses on issues that are ‘difficult to catch’ ‘shifty’, ‘slip-
pery’ and ‘tricky? another set of definitions emphasises features such as
‘baffling’, ‘fleeting’, ‘indefinable’, ‘intangible’, ‘puzzling’, ‘subtle’, ‘transient’
and ‘transitory’ a third set of definitions stresses ‘ambiguous’, ‘deceitful’
‘deceptive’, ‘elusory’, ‘equivocal’, ‘evasive’, ‘fallacious’, ‘fraudulent’, ‘illusory’,
‘misleading’, and ‘unspecific’ characteristics of the term.” Elusive is also
often used in connection with avoiding an issue, as in providing an elu-
sive answer. Many of these terms, phrases and meanings appear relevant
while describing the development agenda as we know it today. While
there are a host of complex explanations behind the increasingly elu-
sive nature of development, this book primarily focuses on five specific
but interrelated topics — corruption, democracy, human rights, climate
change and foreign aid — that are discussed keeping in mind the com-
bination of three overarching sets of issues. First, there is an unwilling-
ness to understand and focus adequate attention on the factors that ex-
plain the resilience and continued production of poverty and inequality.
Hence, I start by arguing that in addition to re-focusing our efforts on
poverty reduction, we simultaneously must focus our attention on the
mechanisms that produce poverty. And in this context, I discuss ideas
of wealth and the motivation that individuals have to be wealthy and
argue that in the fight to eradicate poverty, we need to view development
not just through the lenses of the poor but other groups as well — the
rich, the middle class and all others who benefit from continued poverty.
Second, development today has become increasingly buzzword-driven,
with selected terms and approaches championed by a mixed group of
development actors becoming rhetorically fashionable for short periods
of time. However, these very same buzzwords do not appear to make
much of an impact in terms of actual implementation on the ground,
and are soon replaced by newer words, phrases and approaches. In this
essay, I am particularly concerned with the role of aid agencies, donor
governments and civil society organisations by looking at one of the
major challenges in the development agenda, namely the promotion of
the economic empowerment of women. Third, development interven-
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tions today have become largely synonymous with ‘crises’. Accordingly,
we tend to be attentive towards sensational events and outcomes rather
than on the vulnerability of the poor and the routine and less sensational
(sometimes even invisible) processes that perpetuate poverty. In the final
section of the essay, I therefore examine the three ‘crises’ that have caught
our attention in recent times — finance, food and climate — and examine
to what extent these have strengthened our focus on events and thereby
distracted our attention from the daily suffering of the poor.I conclude
by arguing that our immediate attention should be trying to recognise,
better understand and react to the strong bonds between chronic vulner-
ability and acute crises.

THE RESILIENCE OF INEQUALITY AND POVERTY
Recent poverty estimates (released by the World Bank in August 2008)
show that every fourth person in the developing world (about 1.4 billion
people) lived in a condition of extreme poverty, measured as surviving
on less than usp 1.25 a day at 2005 prices.” This is a major improvement
from 1981 when the figure was 1.9 billion, i.e. when half the people in de-
veloping countries were in a similar situation. These figures are, however,
substantially higher than the previous estimate of less than a billion peo-
ple living on less than usp 1a day in 1993 prices. Hence, the World Bank
currently notes that ‘poverty is more pervasive than earlier estimated, and
efforts to fight it will have to be redoubled, especially in Sub-Saharan
Africa’ It also cautions that ‘lags in survey data availability mean that the
new estimates do not yet reflect the potentially large impact on poor
people of rising food and fuel prices since 2005*

The enormity of the problem makes it particularly relevant to briefly
revisit the distinction between what is popularly known as ‘absolute’ and
‘relative’ forms of poverty. Absolute poverty is characterised by severe
deprivation of basic needs and refers to an individual’s requirements
for physiological efficiency. Hence, there is a focus on subsistence needs,
basic household equipment, and essential services like water, sanitation,
health, education, transport, etc. Amartya Sen (1983, 159), for example, has
argued that ‘If there is starvation and hunger then, no matter what the
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relative picture looks like there clearly is poverty’. There is thus an ‘irre-
ducible absolutist core in the idea of poverty’ which includes the ability
to meet needs related to nutrition, health, housing and education. Un-
derstanding poverty in absolute terms, however, ignores the problem of
income inequalities in society and the changing nature of social norms,
needs and wants. By comparison, a relative explanation of poverty defines
poverty in social terms, i.e. in terms of its relation to the standards that
exist elsewhere in society. Poverty is defined comparatively, and the poor
are distinguished from the non-poor. According to Peter Townsend (1993,
36), ‘People are relatively deprived if they cannot obtain, at all or suffi-
ciently, the conditions of life — that is the diets, amenities, standards and
services — which allow them to play the roles, participate in the relation-
ships and follow the customary behaviour which is expected of them by
virtue of their membership of society’ He goes on to argue that if people
‘lack or are denied resources to obtain access to these conditions of life
and so fulfil membership of society they may be said to be in poverty:
In most industrialized countries, the term ‘relative poverty’ tries to
capture an element of inequality that explains why some individuals
and groups cannot or do not enjoy access to goods and services as com-
pared to other groups in the same society. The concept is therefore in-
creasingly used to describe conditions of poverty and social exclusion
in many developed countries of the world. However, the use of poverty
in such a manner has generated considerable opposition among some
scholars, some of whom, like Sen (1983) argue that poverty ought to be
understood primarily in absolute terms. Others argue that instead of
relative poverty, ‘inequality’ ought to be used. The discussion so far points
towards a move from simply focusing on development as poverty reduc-
tion to a phase where we actively can speak of development as combating
poverty production. Indeed, as Else Qyen (2004, 305) argues, ‘One way
ahead in understanding the complexity of poverty formation may be to
look closer at those “actions” and the actors involved in the process’who
actually benefit from continued high levels of poverty. Development
includes an enormous amount of conflicts of interest, and these must be
taken into account by examining the ‘forces that keep producing poverty
in spite of the many poverty-reducing strategies that have been intro-
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duced’ (ibid.). In this quest, let us briefly re-visit the notion of inequality,
which many believe explains the continuation of poverty, and related
terms such as ‘inequity’

Inequality generally refers to a state or condition of being unequal and
the term is frequently used to convey the difference in living standards
between nations as well as within nations. But as Amartya Sen (1992, ix)
observes, ‘a common characteristic of virtually all the approaches to the
ethics of social arrangements that have stood the test of time is to want
equality of something. Hence, any examination of inequality should start
with asking, ‘equality of what?’ Although inequality is multidimensional
and changing its many forms in tandem is a difficult task, it is now
largely accepted that if inequality is to have practical meaning, it must
be used in connection with other terms such as politics, gender, income,
etc. I believe that inequality has greatest influence when used in rela-
tion to a problem. Often, however, the difficulty is that the problem is
not seen as a problem by influential actors in society. Thus in order to
address the issues, it would be helpful if inequality could be tied to a
problem that is generally accepted by society to be a problem whether
it be gender-related, child-related or starvation-related. Indeed, it has
become a matter of routine these days to speak of ‘poverty reduction’
while many development actors, including international and domestic
agencies, continue to feel uncomfortable about speaking of ‘inequality
reduction’as it involves confronting the power of national, regional and
local elites. Hence, while many may accept that inequality is a problem,
there is seldom a concerted effort to address it.

Despite recent efforts at expanding definitions of poverty to include,
for example, elements of the concept of human development, ‘poverty,
at its core, is a manifestation of economic inequality’ (Bermeo 2009, 6).
Consequently, economic inequality is a broader concept than poverty.
In this context, it is also useful to further consider terms such as ‘equity’
or ‘inequity’. For example, ‘equity’ is often defined as the state, quality,
or ideal of being just, impartial, and fair (global justice) while ‘equality’
is mainly understood as the quality of being the same in quantity or
measure or value or status. Here, the distinction can be made between
an ideal and a concrete result. This is, in many ways, related to a steadily
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growing literature that looks at the relationship between human rights
and poverty, where proponents of the human rights-based approaches
argue that poverty is really about the imbalance in power relations in
society. And while they recognise that actual results or outcomes in re-
ducing or eradicating poverty are important, the crucial factor is the
process by which such outcomes are achieved. In other words, is such a
process empowering? And are such processes sustainable in the long run,
in that the poor and those working for the benefit of the poor can con-
sistently reach such desired outcomes? This is relevant because in most
economic analyses of growth and poverty, inequality refers to end results
on welfare, and not the material and intangible assets that may contrib-
ute to the explanation of these end results. Another key characteristic of
the poverty-inequality relationship is that ‘where economic inequality
exists, all actors are “unequal’; but where poverty exists only some actors
are “poor™ (ibid., 7). And this is important because, ‘poverty can rise and
fall and leave economic inequalities among the non-poor unchanged or
moving in an opposite direction’ (ibid., 8).

As mentioned earlier, not all feel comfortable with the term ‘inequality’
since it involves confronting the power of wealthy and influential indi-
viduals and groups. And perhaps in an attempt to address this issue, the
World Bank (2006) — in its World Development Report — preferred to use
‘equity’, defined in relation to two basic principles — equal opportunities (‘a
person’s life achievements should be determined primarily by his or her
talents and efforts, rather than by pre-determined circumstances such as
race, gender, social or family background’) and avoidance of deprivation in
outcomes (‘equity is of intrinsic importance as a development goal in its
own right’, particularly in relation to health, education and consumption
levels). The report further made the case that ‘a broad sharing of econom-
ic and political opportunities is also instrumental for economic growth
and development’ (ibid., xi). The greater the equity, the more efficient
will a country be able to utilize its resources. And the pursuit of equity is
‘doubly good for poverty reduction: through potential beneficial effects
on aggregate long-run development and through greater opportunities
for poorer groups within any society’ (ibid., 2). However, not much has
changed in multilateral institutions such as the World Bank since the
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publication of the 2006 World Development Report. Indeed, the reluc-
tance to address inequality directly in country operations appears well
entrenched in the institution.

So, why is all of this important for our discussions? In terms of owner-
ship of property and resources, a study undertaken by the World Insti-
tute of Development Economics Research (wiper) found that ‘while the
richest 10 % of adults in the world own 85 % of global household wealth,
the bottom half collectively owns barely 1 %. Even more strikingly, the
average person in the top 10 % owns nearly 3,000 times the wealth of
the average person in the bottom 10 %’ (Davies et al. 2006b, 4). Among
those in the category of wealth per capita over usp 50,000, one finds
countries in North America, Western Europe (except Portugal), Scandi-
navian countries, Japan and Australia. In the next category — wealth per
capita between UsD 10,000 and USD 49,999, one finds countries such as
South Korea, Taiwan, New Zealand, Saudi Arabia, Finland, Chile, Argen-
tina, Venezuela and Mexico. In the third category (usp 2,000 to 9,999),
there is much of South America (including Brazil), large parts of Asia
including Russia and China and some African countries like South Af-
rica, Botswana and Morocco. Finally, in the lowest category of under
UsD 2,000, we find most countries in Sub-Saharan Africa and others like
Pakistan and India.

Within countries, there is also growing inequality, with a tiny elite
controlling land and other material resources. Latin America is the con-
tinent with the greatest inequalities in income and access to land. Nev-
ertheless, I believe countries like India and China — which are currently
the recipients of universal praise for their impressive rates of economic
growth and their ability to withstand the shocks of the latest financial
crisis — are the ones with whom we should be most concerned. In the
pursuit of rapid technological advancement and projected as the future
leaders of the global economy, national authorities have begun increas-
ingly to lean more towards the interests of the rapidly growing and in-
creasingly powerful group of urban middle-class families at the expense
of the rural poor. It is therefore important to discuss ideas of wealth and
the motivation that large numbers of individuals and groups in develop-
ing countries have towards becoming wealthy. In development parlance,
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it is far more common to talk about the poor and the characteristic fea-
tures of their lives together with the causes of their poverty. In contrast,
we are seldom witness to a discussion of those who often benefit from
the development process and who in turn may be an important variable
for the resilience of poverty and inequality in many of the countries in
the developing world.

IDEAS OF WEALTH AND THE MOTIVATION TO BE WEALTHY
Dictionary definitions of wealth provide an interesting entry point to
this discussion. “Wealth’ means, inter alia, the following: a state of being
rich and affluent; an abundant supply of material possessions and re-
sources; considerable property that has a money or exchangeable value;
and generally a quality of profuse abundance. Others claim that the
notion of wealth includes the following four main features: a material
good; a good that is produced by human effort; a good that is capable
of satisfying human desires; and a good having an exchange value. And
while it is common to associate wealth exclusively with ‘money income,,
the term is often interpreted broadly by economists to refer to the total
value of household resources over which people have command (Davies
et al. 2006a, 2).

The idea of wealth is intrinsically related to the pursuit of happiness
and well-being. But what motives people to become rich? Some have
a desire to become rich since childhood. For example, William Boyce
Thompson (the mining magnate) and John D. Rockefeller, when they
were young boys, were convinced that they would become rich (Carroll
1998,19). And Thompson and a few others like Andrew Carnegie, who
were concerned about retiring having accumulated a certain amount
of wealth, never really stopped their activities. Nonetheless, not all rich
people remain motivated simply because they love wealth. Indeed, the
rich themselves propose a variety of other motivations that include job
satisfaction and philanthropic desires that provide status and recogni-
tion (ibid., 19).> Most importantly, however, the prime motivation for
wealth accumulation appears to be power. As Howard Hughes famously
observed: ‘Money is the measuring rod of power ... The effective use of
money can bring power ... The effective use of power can bring money’.*
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And there is a fear that giving away wealth or surplus money amounts to
giving away control, thereby relinquishing this power.

Nevertheless, the linkage between power and charity appears to be
strong in certain quarters and some have also argued that a major driv-
ing force to accumulate wealth is the desire to judge one’s achievements
in relation to that of others (Frank 1985). Others have argued that the
importance of wealth lies in enhancing social status. Related to this is
the increasingly popular trend of many extremely wealthy individuals to
engage in philanthropy due to reasons that include desiring to create a
particularly favourable image of themselves and their families, a lasting
personal legacy and because they genuinely wish to create institutions
that can sustain such philanthropic activities over a period of time. Clas-
sic examples of this kind in the United States include the Ford Foun-
dation, the Rockefeller Foundation, Carnegie-Mellon University, Duke
University, Johns Hopkins University, the Getty museum, and the nu-
merous professorships at Harvard, Yale, Stanford and Princeton named
after wealthy individuals following generous donations by them to the
universities in question. In 2006, we witnessed the mind-boggling sum of
money available to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation — the largest
private endowment in the world. With this latest instalment of the do-
nation by Warren Buffet, the total endowment of the Gates Foundation
shot up to 33 billion dollars. And despite losses suffered during the latest
financial crisis of 2008-2009, the amount of resources available to such
a private organisation is very substantial indeed. Activities supported by
the Foundation have also had a major and largely positive impact on
many areas of global health and education.

In our quest to understand what motivates the wealthy to continue
policies of wealth accumulation, it is also important to understand the
point of view of small groups of influential elites in poor countries. For
example, during a recent visit to Uganda, I happened to visit the Madh-
vani family estate — the Madhvanis being the richest family in East Africa.
I was astounded by their wealth — the little town they owned with its
own airport and jets and the palatial houses buzzing with the activity of
hundreds of servants and attendants. My hosts were, however, keen to
tone down their opulent lifestyles and constantly emphasised their key
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role in the industrial development of Uganda. Indeed, they saw them-
selves as indispensable to the future economic growth of the country
and felt that by accumulating personal wealth, they were in fact helping
their country grow. Similar views are to be found in other countries, as
is discussed in chapter 7 of this book.

Apart from these extremely rich people, it is also important to consider
the views of the steadily growing numbers of upper middle-class families
in many developing countries. Thus, for example, in India it is common
to hear from such groups that since the government does not provide
social security, the accumulation of private wealth has an element of
sustainability to it. Parents seldom consider stopping such wealth ac-
cumulation since it can only benefit their children and grandchildren.
As one gentleman put it, ‘wealth is what separates us from the people
living in slums. We have to build a wall to protect ourselves from future
uncertainties and continue to strengthen this wall so that others — when
they feel like it — cannot easily dismantle it and take away our privileges’.
As I discuss in chapter 7, such attitudes also mean that elites may feel less
responsibility for fighting poverty; it is usually left to other actors such
as the state, NGos and foreign donors.

The means to acquiring wealth and the instrumental value of wealth
are often commonly shared in large parts of the world and across cul-
tures. It appears also that in many countries, the most important out-
come is to become rich without necessarily condemning the process
by which people become rich. Thus acts of corruption, greed, cheating,
lying, stealing or committing a particular crime may be overlooked in
many societies as long as a wealthy person performs some good acts for
the welfare of community, including religious and charitable acts. (See
chapter 3 for a further discussion on these issues.) In other societies, by
comparison, ethical principles are given more importance and the eco-
nomic profit incentive may not necessarily enjoy complete dominance.
Oil-rich Norway is a good example here, although it is not always clear to
the general population that it is often extremely difficult to maximise the
economic profit incentive on the one hand and ethical considerations on
the other. This applies, for example, to a set of unique guidelines on how
and where the national Oil Fund (officially termed the Government Pen-
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sion Fund of Norway) should invest its money — high profit areas may
also be ethically problematic such as the weapons and tobacco industries
and others involving child labour. It also relates to the ethical guidelines
that should govern the process by which major Norwegian oil compa-
nies compete with their competitors in securing lucrative contracts in
countries with high levels of official corruption and dubious records on
the protection of social, economic and political rights of their citizens.

Another issue in this regard is the curious relationship between wealth
and ostentation.” In many African, Latin American and Asian countries,
it is crucial for politicians, corporate leaders and even bureaucrats to
project themselves as rich. As they say, ‘image is everything’ and it is
important in many poor countries to drive a chauffeur-driven Mercedes,
wear the best suits and live in palatial residences because there is a need
to be perceived as being powerful. The poor or loyal supporters welcome
this display of wealth since they feel that some of this wealth would
trickle down to them. Hence, being a big man or the distributor of goods
and services is not only crucial for a politician in some of these countries
but is also largely accepted by society to be an indication of power and
influence. Even if a person is corrupt, his ability to distribute resources
may provide him with a certain standing in society. And the wealthy
derive immense pleasure from the fact that there are large groups of
people — often residing in slums surrounding palatial estates — who do
not have access to the same privileges. After all, they claim, what is the
point in owning something that everyone else owns? Contrast this to
the situation in a country like Norway where the janteloven® has decreed
that ostentation is, per se, very bad. Indeed, the traditionally wealthy
group of people in this country prefer to keep a low profile. And when
individuals blatantly show off their riches, they are accused of behaving
in an un-Norwegian manner. It is thus quite acceptable to be wealthy in
Scandinavia in general as long as one maintains a low profile, is not flashy,
respects the law and, most importantly, pays all relevant taxes.

An enquiry into the linkages between wealth and well-being so far is
interesting because it allows us to examine four sets of broad issues: the
pursuit of wealth in developed countries and what motivates the super
wealthy of the world; the pursuit of wealth in developing countries and
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the fear of local elites of losing their privileges in some foreseeable fu-
ture; the pursuit of wealth and individual and state responses to global
injustice; unfair trade relations and unfair international institutional
arrangements. Thus far, I have argued that there is an important moral
element to how we choose to tackle these issues. In reality, we can abol-
ish poverty from the face of this earth quite soon, if we choose to do so.
But are we really committed towards this end? We need to question our
own roles in fighting poverty. What can we do, and what should we do?
Well, for a starter, we need to revisit the concept of ‘development’ and
ask why it has had such limited impact for so long. Elsewhere, I have
operated with a definition of development influenced by the work of
Atul Kohli by which development is understood as a deliberate move-
ment of societies towards a situation of more liveable life conditions
(Banik 2006). Three critical elements of such liveable conditions are
economic growth, some redistribution of growth, and democracy for
the redistribution of the benefits of growth. Development is a process
where these goals are to be maximised even though there may be trade-
offs in the process.

In terms of development within countries, the main challenge is
actually an old challenge: how to secure rapid economic growth and
distribute the benefits of this growth in a manner so that inequality is
reduced. Unfortunately, there is no easy answer to this and some of the
foremost development economists cannot even agree on whether there
is one single policy that can best reduce poverty. In this context, some
argue that civil and political freedoms are crucial for the fulfilment of
pressing economic need. Hence, the role of democracy in promoting
development is very important, an issue that I critically discuss in chapter
4. The empirical evidence so far, however, shows that there is no positive
correlation between democracy and development. Indeed, democracies
tend to have a certain middling tendency while the best cases of rapid
economic growth have taken place under non-democratic regimes in
Taiwan, South Korea and Singapore. In other words, the challenge for
democracies is not merely to achieve economic growth but also to in-
clude successful interventions aimed at reducing poverty and inequal-
ity. In this task there is a need to focus on human capital formation, i.e.
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countries need to invest in poor people. Indeed, investments in nutri-
tion, health and education are necessary to create economically produc-
tive countries. The provision of social welfare in developing countries
is generally limited. Even in economically developed East Asia, welfare
provision is quite new. But why is this difficult to accomplish? It appears
that limited public resources are a major reason, which brings us back
to the need for radical economic growth. A major form of accumulat-
ing public resources is through taxation. However, most poor countries,
including democracies, face the problem of whom to tax. The rich usu-
ally oppose increases in taxation and the agricultural sector is informal
and unorganised.

We also need to question the foundations and extent of our com-
mitment towards reducing world poverty. Several recent studies have
shown that there is a set of factors that explain why many aid projects
and programmes have proved to be less effective than intended (oEcD
1999). In recipient countries these include a low level of commitment
to poverty reduction, inadequate participation of the poor and macro-
economic and sectoral policies at variance with objectives of a develop-
ment project. At the international level, bilateral donors and multilateral
agencies are in turn criticised for frequent shifts in their concerns and
policies that overshadow the need for stable long-term strategies, lack
of co-ordination among themselves, the neglect of the institutional and
managerial aspects of poverty-oriented projects and paying little atten-
tion to socio-cultural and political factors in recipient countries. There is
also a tendency to focus on ad-hoc interventions of a fire-fighting nature
rather than addressing the root causes of poverty. And as I discuss in
chapter 7, a result of such practices is that it becomes a matter of routine
(and perhaps an indicator of generosity) for rich country governments
to prioritise emergency assistance rather than increasing the volume of
long-term development aid.

THE ROLE OF BUZZZWORDS IN DEVELOPMENT
The second overarching set of issues relate to the current inflation of buzz-
words in the development vocabulary: terms, phrases and approaches
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that often are characterised more by rhetorical appeal than actual impact
on anti-poverty policy. Recent world events have indeed raised general
public awareness on the seriousness of world poverty and deprivation
and the urgency with which action must be taken. Parallel to this has
been the phenomenal growth of the development industry and its use of
an appealing bundle of buzzwords such as ‘participation’, ‘empowerment,
‘ownership’, ‘rights-based development’, and ‘poverty reduction’. Indeed,
‘rights’ and ‘empowerment” have become staple diets of the development
community and are frequently used in different permutations and com-
binations along with related terms such as ‘advocacy’, ‘capacity building’,
‘stakeholder interest; ‘project ownership’, and ‘accountability’ to name
but a few. When articulated by donors and recipients, these buzzwords
appear to be incredibly positive and persuasive, promising ‘an entirely
different way of doing business’ (Cornwall and Brock 2005,1043). In try-
ing to reduce poverty, bilateral and multilateral development agencies
have thus placed an astonishing amount of trust and prestige on their
own ability and that of civil society to promote ‘an agenda for transfor-
mation that combines no-nonsense pragmatism with almost unimpeach-
able moral authority’ (ibid.). The impression given is that international,
national and local organisations are ‘working together for the good, and
that they have now got the story right and are really going to make
a difference’ (ibid.). But the increased frequency and ease with which
terms such as ‘rights’ and ‘empowerment’ are used betray the complex
challenges that thwart their realization. Indeed, behind the scenes lies a
multitude of voices, interests and perspectives that draw upon very dif
ferent conceptual understandings of poverty, rights, and the relationship
between the two. This has not only resulted in conflicting views on the
role of development approaches influenced by the rights agenda, but
also contributed to a lack of coherence and a weakening of buzzword-
influenced development policy. As I discuss in chapter s, the result is the
articulation of appealing rhetoric often disconnected from the harsh
realities of fighting poverty and inequality on the ground.

The constant desire to introduce new terms has not only flooded the
development discourse with jargon that is difficult to operationalise,
but there also appears to be little empirical evidence to suggest that
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such concepts are being rigorously applied by those who are responsible
for designing and implementing aid-driven development programmes.
While the case can be made of a very diverse group of actors — bilateral
donors, multilateral agencies, voluntary organisations — I will here focus
primarily on civil society organisations (csos) based in developing coun-
tries, who have traditionally received a large chunk of the buzzword-
based or buzzword-driven donor support. Accordingly, it is necessary
to understand why ‘civil society’ continues to be considered as one of
the main vehicles for donor interventions in the development field and
consequently given substantial funds (often at the expense of elected
governments). Then I will discuss the potential dangers inherent in the
continued usage of buzzword-guided development by arguing that buzz-
words generally do not live up to expectations when applied by develop-
ment actors, and that ethical values end up being instrumentalised and
often altogether lost.

CHANNELLING AID THROUGH CIVIL SOCIETY
The notion of civil society is variously understood but it is generally
accepted that the term denotes ‘the arena between the household and
the state’ (Azarya 1994, 96) and includes ‘groups and organizations both
formal and informal, which act independently of the state and market
to promote diverse interests in society’’ Thus civil society is synonymous
with ‘the arena of uncoerced collective action around shared interests,
purposes and values’ and its ‘institutional forms are distinct from those
of the state, family and market, though in practice, the boundaries be-
tween state, civil society, family and market are often complex, blurred
and negotiated’ (LSE 2004). However — and as Borchgrevink (2006a, 257—
258) rightly argues — terms such as ‘civil society’ and ‘non-governmental
organisation’ (NGo) require a nuanced understanding of the heteroge-
neity that characterises the organisations that are often placed under
these categories. For example, in addition to a non-profit profile, one
may need to apply criteria such as size (staff strength and economic
turnover), sector of operations (single or multi-sectoral), target groups
(general population versus specific groups like children, the aged, etc.),
form of intervention (implementing projects versus funding others) and
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value base (humanitarian or based on political ideology and faith). Thus
csos include charities, NGos, faith-based organisations, professional and
business associations, trade unions, self-help groups, social movements,
coalitions and advocacy groups (LSE 2004).

The so-called ‘NGo decade’ (1980s-1990s) resulted in a radical increase
in the number of organisations working in the development field and
Edwards and Hulme (1996)" estimate that in the oEcD countries alone,
the number increased from approx. 1,600 to 2,970 in the period 1980—
1993." There is now also considerable evidence available that shows how —
starting in the late 1980s — major donor support has been increasingly re-
channelled to civil society organisations (or csos).”” This largely followed
the gradual but steady distrust in the ability of the state in poor countries
to undertake economic and political reforms and consequently deliver
development. Civil society actors, including various types of csos — both
foreign and domestic — began to be viewed as having a comparative ad-
vantage over the state in providing public services as it was assumed that
they would be able to reach the poor more efficiently and effectively than
traditional government agencies. And in Latin America, in particular, a
host of countries (most notably Guatemala) began toying with the idea
of letting csos take over some traditional areas of state activity like the
provision of health care services (Thomassen 2003). More importantly,
however, donor agencies acted in the belief that channelling develop-
ment assistance through csos will actually promote democratization
efforts in the developing world. This is also why the ‘rights’ and ‘empow-
erment’ vocabulary appears to have been somewhat ‘captured’ or become
the sole property of the civil society sector. But the available empirical
evidence on the impact of civil society in these fields paints a rather
gloomy picture. Not only is there no consensus on the role that civil so-
ciety should play in strengthening democracy, ‘relatively little is known
about their effectiveness and impact’ (Robinson and Friedman 2007, 643).
Moreover, numerous questions are currently being asked about the strat-
egies they employ to influence public policy and whether they really
represent the voices of the poor. And recent research shows that the few
organizations that ‘have achieved significant policy impact’ - like trade
unions and churches — are those that do not normally depend on foreign
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aid. Their success has largely been traced to their organizational structure
(based on membership subscriptions) and their relatively close ties with
government (ibid., 663). Thus several recent studies conclude that the key
ingredients explaining successful policy engagement by civil society or-
ganisations are ‘strong organizational capacity, a high degree of perceived
legitimacy by the government, and adequate financial resources, whether
derived from internal or external sources’ (ibid.). For example, the expe-
rience from the much-quoted and indeed very successful experiments
of civil society participation in policy-making in Brazil show that csos
need not necessarily risk cooptation, ‘but instead are more likely than
their poorly connected counterparts to organise public demonstrations
and to make demands on the government through multiple channels’
if they maintain close ties to political parties, and contractual relations
with state agencies (Lavalle et al. 2005, 951-952). Finally, specific country
histories are also quite crucial in explaining how civil society influences
policy. For example, while civil society in South Africa and Kenya appears
strong on policy analysis, providing regular inputs in policymaking, their
counterparts in neighbouring countries consign themselves to simply
running workshops for the elite few and planning largely untargeted
advocacy campaigns.

ELITE-CONTROLLED JARGON

Although the general tendency has been to associate the notion of civil
society with ‘a useful rhetorical handle that sounds inclusive, socially
sensitive, and participatory’ (Pfeiffer 2004, 361), several studies suggest
that local elites continue to control and influence the distribution of
aid. For example, Chabal and Daloz (1999, 23) argue that at least in the
African case ‘the explosion in the number of NGos is not a reflection of
the flowering of civil society in the sense in which it is understood in the
West. It is in reality ... evidence of the adaptation by African political ac-
tors to the changing complexion of the international aid agenda’®® Simi-
larly, others point out that ‘by supporting predominantly organizations
of urban elites, donors may inadvertently reinforce social inequalities,
contributing minimally to the strengthening of organization of the poor
and the poor’s capacity to articulate their concerns’ (Howell 2002, 127).4
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Another potentially worrying trend is when large international NGos
repeatedly choose their development partners in poor countries — these
are invariably the largest and also the best funded national organisations
that are perceived to be capable of spending large amounts of money

— quickly — and submit impressive reports that satisfy potential donor
concerns. The result is that smaller, primarily rural-based organisations,
doing innovative work (perhaps genuinely focused on rights and em-
powerment), risk being excluded from funding sources. Moreover, there

appears to be considerable distance between those who head large NGos

and the constituency of poor people that they try to help - the inflated

salaries (particularly in relation to other local professions, including the

civil service) of some key civil society actors should be a cause of great
concern and perhaps explain why the rapidly growing middle class in

poor countries find the NGo sector so appealing. Indeed, with their com-
plex levels of hierarchical relationships, codes, programmes and activi-
ties, most civil society organisations could well be mistaken for a large

corporate house or government department; and involvement in this

sector for many locals is really about making a decent living. Against

this backdrop it might be rather odd to expect a great deal of idealism in

the business. This in turn has implications for the ability of csos to im-
plement the rights and empowerment agendas, which require radically

different techniques than those that characterise officialdom. To put it

bluntly, a large organisation has a lot to lose if the government perceives

it and its leaders to be challenging state authority by encouraging people

to protest and demand accountability and recourse. Thus, programmatic

changes, based on or influenced by the rights and empowerment agenda,
may risk being implemented slowly and discretely, thus reducing the

political bite and effectiveness of such strategies to radically change the

situation in favour of the poor.

‘POVERTY PROOFING’ AND ITS IMPACT ON THE

USE OF RIGHTS AND EMPOWERMENT

In recent years, a new practice — ‘poverty proofing’— has assumed consid-
erable importance in the development field. This apparently common
practice in many developing countries involves local cso staft being en-
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couraged to refer to the term ‘poverty’ as often as possible when writing
policy documents, funding applications or reports for use in the organisa-
tion’s headquarters. The same applies to linking ‘poverty’, at least semanti-
cally, to all existing programmes undertaken by the organisation. The end
result is, of course, more rhetorical than true impact and I believe some of
the same fate is reserved for the terms ‘rights’ and ‘empowerment’in that
they too are simply incorporated in a large number of project documents
and funding applications that please the donors. Moreover, and as the dis-
cussion on Malawi in chapter 5 shows, only a tiny minority — consisting
of selected cso representatives together with bilateral and multilateral
agency staff — speak this exclusive language whenever they interact, be
that at cocktail parties or in workshops. The problematic aspect is that
the discourse most often stops at this level of interaction, is seldom op-
erationalised in programming practices and is largely consigned to what
is — even in cso terminology — referred to as a ‘paper exercise’. And while
some of the buzzwords may indeed be lucky enough to reach the lips of
junior cso officials, very few are actually able to explain what they mean
by ‘advocacy’, ‘capacity building’, ‘accountability’ and ‘empowerment’ and
how they use these concepts in their own work.

THE CASE OF WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

The above discussion shows that we need to revisit and reexamine certain
terms that have begun to dominate the development vocabulary. What
do they really mean and how can we achieve such noble and often am-
bitious goals? I will here briefly discuss the concept of empowerment
by focusing on one of the major challenges in the development agenda,
namely the promotion of the economic empowerment of women.

For several years now, empowerment has been considered, by devel-
opment agencies and others alike, to be an important tool for improv-
ing the well-being of women in all parts of the developing world. As
with other popular concepts, arriving at a single and all-encompassing
definition of ‘empowerment’ is a most challenging, if not impossible,
task. Indeed, while reviewing the literature on the subject, I came across
numerous terms that in some way or the other were associated by vari-
ous authors to signify ‘empowerment’. These included: ‘self-efficacy’, ‘self-
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determination’, ‘selfworth’, ‘self-interest’, ‘awareness’, and the like. Some
define empowerment as the ‘restoration to individuals of a sense of their
own value and strength and their own capacity to handle life’s problems’
(Bush and Folger 1994, 12)." Others argue that understanding gender is
crucial to an understanding of power relations (Batliwala 1994).

A most useful and nuanced understanding of empowerment is for-
warded by the noted Bangladeshi academic Naila Kabeer (2002) for
whom empowerment ‘refers to the expansion in people’s ability to make
strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied
to them’ Kabeer therefore argues that poverty and disempowerment are
closely linked since meaningful choices cannot be made when a person’s
basic needs remain unfulfilled. Most people tend to agree that empow-
erment is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon that is typi-
cally applied to individuals. However, organisations such as pawN have
emphasised the contextual and ‘collective dimension of empowerment,
expecting women’s movements and organizations to lobby for and pro-
mote changes that fall in line with their vision of society, and to create
the political will to encourage serious involvement on the part of those
in power’ (Hainard and Verschuur 2001, 46).

It is widely accepted that women in developing countries generally
have difficulty with selfemployment. There is widespread discrimina-
tion against women in terms of access to education, training and access
to family income (Mitter 2004, 10-11). Interestingly, however, some recent
academic work has highlighted the fact that ‘societal roles or biological
attributes do not always work against women? Indeed, ‘the patience and
persistence needed for repetitive work or the ability and inclination to
work in a team are the qualities that management often associate with
women. This perception, real or stereotyped, partly explains the feminiza-
tion of the workforce in the manufacturing industries of export-process-
ing zones in the developing world’ (ibid., 10). It also appears that ‘women
have found some scope in obtaining a market niche in the purchase
and sale of information’ (ibid., 1) and the case of Grameen phones in
Bangladesh and freelance journalism in Malaysia are good examples of
such activity (ibid.). Such factors are also shaping the current outsourcing
industry in developing countries and the astonishing growth and popu-
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larity of ‘call centres’ in India where young, educated women have greater
freedom to earn a living. Other successful initiatives have been a network
of housewives — the www.tortasperu.com.pe — in Peru which sells confec-
tionary online and an online gift shop in Ethiopia which sells traditional
attire and spices (ibid., 1r). While in each of these cases there has been an
increased opportunity to earn an income and support the family, it has
also given employers ‘a flexible and non-unionized workforce’ (ibid., 10).

A story that has attracted widespread attention in recent years has
been the rise of a group of black businesswomen in South Africa, a
network which represents ‘a potentially powerful use of political space
to assert women’s autonomy’ (lheduru 2003, 473). And some observers
and newspaper articles have referred to these women as ‘corporate femi-
nists’ or ‘corporate Amazons’ The South African (anc) government has
been largely credited with the growth of such women’s initiatives, having
introduced the Growth, Redistribution and Employment programme.
GEAR, as the programme is popularly called, ‘made the cultivation of
a black capitalist class — a “patriotic” black bourgeoisie — a state prior-
ity’ (ibid., 483). Having benefited an elite group of women, sceptics are,
however, increasingly critical of whether the same benefits will, over time,
trickle down to poorer and marginalised groups of women in South
African society.

Another success story is the women’s movement in Uganda which —
unlike other countries in Africa — has succeeded, against great odds, and
‘has had a visible impact on [pro-poor] policy as a result of its capacity to
set its own far-reaching agenda and freely select its own leaders’ (Tripp
2001, 101). Some have highlighted the role of the National Resistance
Movement in Uganda in allowing the women’s movement a great deal
of autonomy. And despite considerable pressures for cooptation, the
movement ‘has taken advantage of the political space afforded by the
semi-authoritarian Museveni government, which has promoted women’s
leadership to serve its own ends’ (ibid.).

Yet another successful initiative has been women’s self-help groups
in India, where groups of 10—20 women are encouraged to get together
— often by NGos — to save money or food and help each other in times
of crises (Jakimow and Kilby 2006). However, in many cases, increased
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participation of women in such groups has not necessarily resulted in
greater empowerment. Hence, a lesson from the Indian experience is that
the variable of ‘power’ is crucial in order to tackle historical and cultural
inequalities among the sexes.

One must also be aware of the contextual element of empowerment.
For example, while evaluating the Small Enterprise Development Project
(sepp) in Bangladesh — which lends money to not-so-poor groups of
women — Kabeer (2001) found that by participating in the sepp, women
were much more in control of their lives in that they enjoyed greater
freedom in decision-making. Further, while female mobility in terms of
access to the market had increased, it was not popular among all women.
Indeed, local customs and the ‘purdah’ system in Bangladesh often make
such mobility unattractive, as a woman’s status in the community is
directly related to her not undertaking manual labour and carrying out
extensive travel. As a result, local women desired greater socio-econom-
ic ‘status’ by not venturing out of the house too often for work-related
events. The main point here is that it would be a grave error had this
project received a negative evaluation simply based on the continued
use of the ‘purdah’ system in local society, and without considering what
women valued for themselves.

In terms of the immediate future of economic empowerment, perhaps
a couple of examples from Sri Lanka and Nicaragua will help illustrate
the challenges ahead. The theme of violence in the pursuit of an eco-
nomic profession, both at home and at the work place, is an important
aspect in the development process since it ‘reflects notions of power and
subordination’ (Hancock 2006, 212). In a recent study of women working
in factories in Sri Lanka’s export processing zone, large groups of women
‘felt more exposed to potential violence ... due to the fact that they were
required to travel far from home without male protection, frequently at
night, and they believed that they were perceived by the community as
‘fair game’ as far as sexual abuse was concerned’ (ibid.). The study also
found that ‘societal and legislative issues in Sri Lanka clearly hamper
attempts to prosecute offenders or protect women from even the most
common ... forms of workplace harassment’ (ibid.). Four major reasons
for such violence, according to women interviewed in the study, were:
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alcoholism, economic problems, women challenging patriarchal power
in the household or neglecting housework, and defying elders or diso-
beying in-laws (ibid., 217). Similar concerns over safety in the workplace
have been a major concern of women working in call centres in India,
after several, frequent and sensational reports of violence against women
appeared in news columns.

In addition to violence, the psychological dimensions of empower-
ment are often overlooked in the typically buzzword-driven quest to
promote one-sided economic empowerment. A fresh study, based on the
impact of the health brigade movement in Miraflor, Nicaragua, empha-
sises the importance of being aware of ‘historical machismo; ‘awareness
of one’s own interests} and ‘awareness of how one€’s own interests relate
to others’ (Jewell 2007, 53). Any understanding of genuine empowerment
therefore must include these aspects, well-captured when a local Nica-
raguan woman observed: ‘Now I learned that I need to ask about even
things like, “Have you been faithful?” I found my voice’ (ibid.).

At this stage it is important to bear in mind that empowerment is
currently used quite differently by international development agencies
in comparison to what the term signified when it was launched by femi-
nist groups in the 1980s. Indeed, a former student of mine has argued
that the elements of collective mobilisation, awareness and the conflict
perspective — as articulated by organisations such as pawN — have more
or less disappeared from the map of most international development
organisations (Andresen 2004). Rather, it appears that two approaches of
promoting women’s empowerment are currently in vogue. The first — an
economic approach and favoured by institutions like the World Bank
and the African Development Bank - focuses on making women more
economically productive. The second approach, advocated in organisa-
tions like the uNDP, is more a rights-based one in which empowerment
is seen as a necessary condition for achieving gender equality which in
turn is crucial for overall personal and societal development.

I am suggesting here that while both aspects of empowerment are
important, there is an urgent need to see the economic and rights-based
dimensions of empowerment as part and parcel of the same goal. Thus,
although some form of ‘empowerment’ may be achieved following tra-
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ditional development theory and practice, there is often a tendency to
focus simply on one isolated — perhaps even successful - result, rather
than focusing on the process of protecting, promoting and respecting
women’s rights. It is really a matter of making the fight for gender equal-
ity a sustainable one.

FROM BUZZWORDS TO MEANINGFUL APPROACHES

A focus on the ‘rights’ of the poor and their subsequent ‘empowerment’
has the potential of making a major contribution in our efforts to eradi-
cate poverty. And civil society can play a vital role in translating these
ideas into operational programmes. However, the two terms (along with
many others) are currently being used so loosely that they are on the
verge of losing their analytical and operational edge. One option may
well be ‘to invent new words, or to pilfer from other vocabularies’ al-
though this will not necessarily stop ‘the next new word sharing the fate’
(Cornwall and Brock 2005, 1056). What is needed therefore is a situation
where buzzwords cease to provide the ‘feel good factor’ for civil society
interventions but actually reshape development policy more focused
on eradicating poverty and deprivation. I have argued that the current
practice of inventing and re-inventing appealing rhetoric at a rapid pace
appears more catered towards legitimising civil society (and donor-fa-
cilitated) interventions rather than actually shaping and facilitating the
empowerment of the poor. And in the process of ‘operationalisation’ -
from global theory to national practice — much of the substance in the
rights and empowerment concepts is distorted or lost. The immediate
challenge therefore is to limit such distortion when global concepts and
approaches are operationalised into programming. At the same time,
there must be a greater focus on holding civil society to account not only
for failed projects and overall negative impacts resulting from an inter-
vention, but also when the appealing rhetoric they use to solicit funds
gets lost in translation when applied to concrete interventions aimed at
promoting development and eliminating poverty. And this is important
because the terms we use and adopt influence crucial development-re-
lated policies and the manner in which attempts to reduce poverty are
conceptualised and implemented in the field.
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Efforts to promote rights and empowerment are recurrently drained
of political power and hence prove difficult to implement at the national
and local levels. This is where the conventional wisdom of civil society
independence from both state and society (I am referring mainly to
NGos and not political parties) is at odds with the empirical reality. As
previously discussed, csos appear to have exercised greatest political in-
fluence when they have maintained close ties to political parties and state
agencies which in turn have enabled them to organise public demonstra-
tions and successfully receive concessions from the government. There
is, however, no doubt that civil society can and does play an important
role in development. Indeed, civil society-led development interventions
have a long history of making vital contributions to poverty reduction
all over the world. However, and given some of the shortcomings that I
have just discussed, it would be a mistake to simply view civil society as
a replacement for the state. Rather, csos could end up being more effec-
tive and influential when the institutions of local public administration
and self-government are strengthened so as to be able to aggregate and
articulate the demands of the poor. In this task, ‘rights’ and ‘empower-
ment’ can and must be used to change the way development is done.
And a first step would be to replace the traditional notion of viewing
development as a matter of charity and benevolence to one that is based
on the actual needs and the rights of the poor.

THE ERA OF THREE ‘CRISES’:

FINANCE, FOOD AND CLIMATE

The final set of issues that I believe continue to make development elu-
sive relates to our pre-occupation with sensational crises while we forget
that the poor suffer on a daily basis, even when we do not brand such suf-
fering as deserving of a ‘crisis’ label. In recent years, three types of crises
have been on everyone’s lips, one related to the financial system, another
related to food and the third related to climate change. The strange
thing, however, is that by using the term ‘crisis’, one gives the impres-
sion that things just happen without a reason, i.e. no one can be blamed
and no one decision can be traced back to have started the numerous
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components of a process that leads up to the crisis event. This to me is
a mistake and although I am aware that crises tend to push people into
action, I believe we should actively work towards adopting a non-crisis
perspective in the development agenda. It has now become a routine
performance on the world stage to react to highly visible and sensational
disasters. Those that react quickly and generously stand to gain a token
of goodwill that stands them in good stead in international relations.
By contrast, events that are slow but steady (and often somewhat less
visible) and that are characterised by the entire (and long) process of
impoverishment — which allows for considerable time to intervene — are
generally swept under the carpet. A focus on a ‘crisis’ appears to awake
us from our slumber and provides us with some form of moral urgency
and even legitimacy to propose and/or undertake changes. And such
responses, although useful in the short term, can at best be described as
ad-hoc approaches of a fire-fighting nature. Thus the challenge of fight-
ing poverty requires us not to separate the event (or a crisis) from the
prior causes and processes.

THE FINANCIAL CRISIS
Amidst predictions that global trade will shrink in 2009—2010 for the first
time since 1982, there is growing concern that the impact of the financial
crisis on poor countries will be quite harsh. The mantra of globalisation
is suddenly under attack, a prospect quite unthinkable only a few years
ago. Indeed, a large number of analysts have predicted that developing
countries will generally be hit more severely by several self-reinforcing cri-
ses which may include a credit crisis, a currency crisis (i.e. a lack of confi-
dence in weak currencies), a debt crisis (due to weakening of currency and
higher interest rates), a real economy crisis (in that a decline in exports
and credit will result in lower productivity and higher unemployment),a
fall in foreign investments (even in ‘well-functioning economies’), a fall in
remittances, a worsening of the food (and fuel) crisis that many develop-
ing countries were already suffering from before the onset of the financial
crisis, a reduction in tourism and finally, a fall in development aid.

In a recent overview, McCulloch and Sumner (2009) identify five spe-
cific channels through which policy responses in developing countries
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will most probably be affected by the impact of the financial crisis: trade,
credit, remittances, private capital flows and aid. I will briefly address the
first four but focus mainly on the last channel, that of aid. First, following
each financial crisis (e.g. the 1997 Asian financial crisis), there is consider-
able fear of dramatic falls in the exports of developing countries that are
largely due to a decrease in the demand from industrialised countries.
The current crisis, however, appears to be more severe than in previous
years since the International Monetary Fund (1MF 2009) has predicted
that world trade will be reduced by over 10 per cent in 2009 alone. Devel-
oping countries that depend quite substantially on trade (e.g. Vietnam)
and those whose exports have suffered some of the largest falls in prices
(e.g. Nigeria, Angola and Zambia) are among the biggest losers from
the current financial crisis (McCulloch and Sumner 2009, 3). Related to
trade is the concern that private capital lows and access to credit from
local banking systems in developing countries will be affected (World
Bank 2009). Although it is mainly the Western banks that have borne
that major brunt of the crisis, the banking systems in many developing
countries (e.g. India, Brazil and China) are increasingly being linked
to the global system. Many economies in Latin America and Eastern
Europe in particular, have also typically relied heavily on remittances
and with unemployment increasing in Western countries, the ability of
immigrants to send money back home risks being affected.
Interestingly, there is also considerable agreement that the global
downturn that is resulting from the financial crisis has been mainly
caused by advanced economies and is not a result of bad policies in poor
economies. Even in advanced economies most people are finding it dif
ficult to come to grips with the changed reality when unemployment
rates have drastically increased together with cutbacks in social security
benefits. At the same time, the World Bank (2008) warns that in the com-
ing years, ‘political pressures towards more protectionist and generally
more inward-looking economic policies may gather momentum in both
developed and developing countries'® Several initiatives have therefore
been announced in order to assist poor and middle-income countries
to limit the damage and prepare for recovery. For example, in May 2009,
the World Bank announced an increase in lending — a total of usp 100
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billion over the next three years will be used to help the private sector
through support for trade, banks and infrastructure projects. Similarly,
the 1MF — concerned with the limited room for policy manoeuvre in
many countries experiencing a drying up of external financing, sharp
drop in exports and a fall in commodity prices — announced that it is
‘beefing up its lending capacity and has approved a major overhaul of
how it lends money by offering higher amounts and tailoring loan terms
to countries’ varying strengths and circumstances’” In other words, there
is now an attempt to modernize conditionality by relying on pre-set
qualification criteria (ex-ante conditionality) rather than on traditional
(ex-post) conditionality.

In the context of this essay, a particularly relevant feature is related
to the experiences that can be drawn from the years of rapid growth in
foreign aid. Is there a ‘threat to aid’ as is increasingly being claimed by
several actors in civil society? If so, will this radically change the pattern
and flow of aid in the near future? Alternatively, could this crisis be seen
as an opportunity to correct past mistakes and drastically shake up the
disbursement and effectiveness of foreign aid and thereby encourage
a regime change? It is too early to see a consensus on the issue. Indeed,
there is reason to believe that as their own economies continue to suffer
from the financial crisis, rich countries will severely cut back on funds
earmarked for foreign aid. This will obviously have a severe impact on
the work of the United Nations agencies and civil society organisations
on the one hand and on the other, aid-recipient governments in poor
countries — many of whom rely on foreign aid to make a substantial
contribution to their annual budgets. Given that aid has been ineffec-
tive in promoting growth and reducing poverty in many parts of the
world, such possible cutbacks in aid could actually be a blessing in dis-
guise, particularly for the so-called ‘donor darling’ countries that have
not been able to show concrete results in lowering poverty rates. The
financial crisis may therefore offer an opportunity to radically restruc-
ture the flow of resources to corrupt and ineffective administrations and
this in turn may — at least in the long run - benefit the poor. One can
also make yet another case of the benefits of the financial crisis — that
of regime change. Take the case of the United Arab Emirate (UAE) — a
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union of seven Gulf states that was created in 1971. During the past five
decades, the union has seen unprecedented economic growth and im-
provements in living standards, and political opposition has not found
support among the population. Indeed, when the economy is booming
and unemployment is kept under check, people may not seem to mind
being ruled by benevolent autocrats. With increasing concerns in the
region following the downgraded credit rating of major Dubai-based
banks, stalled infrastructure projects and unpaid salaries to workers by
construction companies, there have been reports of growing dissatisfac-
tion among the masses, although such opinions are still made more in
private than in public. And there is indication that the ruling families
may be forced to make concessions related to greater openness related
to policymaking and revamp the legal system, in addition to putting in
place measures that will give citizens the power to hold the government
more accountable.”®

THE FOOD CRISIS
The second crisis I wish to briefly discuss is related to food. In the last
few years, there has also been a sharp rise throughout the world in the
prices of most agricultural food commodities, due mainly to crop fail-
ures and below average harvests in many parts of the world affecting
in particular, global stocks for wheat and maize. Another cause of this
increase in food prices has been attributed to the growing demand for
biofuel production, which has attracted considerable subsidies in many
developed countries.” In addition to food, oil prices have also increased
and for the 41 poorest countries in the world, it is estimated that the
combined impact will be a negative shock which will reduce the Gpp in
these countries by between 3 and 10 per cent.”® According to recent FA0
estimates, the number of hungry people increased by about 5o million in
2007 as a result of high food prices.”' Some countries are, of course, more
affected than others. Thus food and nutrition insecurity, which has been
one of the greatest global challenges today, has been further worsened.
But the rhetoric that accompanied the dramatic increase in food, oil and
commodity prices, particularly in the period 2006-2008, masked the real
challenges and dilemmas that governments in poor countries faced in
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taking steps to control the rise in prices on the one hand, and ensuring
on the other, that the agricultural sector benefited from these events or
that the poorest of the poor continue to be able to access an adequate
amount of food to survive. Suddenly everyone was talking about how
the crisis was going to affect the poor, when in reality most of those
who were hardest hit were those who were already vulnerable during
the so-called ‘normal’ or ‘non-crisis’ period. The point here is that — and
perhaps because we may feel overwhelmed by the enormous challenges
in front of us — we often tend to focus simply on the present which in
reality is a very short period during which some emergency or hastily
put together actions are taken (see the discussion in chapter 7 for more
on the ethical aspects of food aid). And then we go on to the next crisis
without solving the present one properly.

The food crisis is one that has existed for many years; typically at-
tracting world attention when large numbers of people die (e.g. during
famines) while the fact that over one billion people suffer from under-
nutrition on a daily basis continues to be a silent emergency. Reports
emerging from Ethiopia in September 2009 highlighted the failure of
the rains and the need to provide food assistance to five million ad-
ditional individuals in addition to the eight million already receiving
such assistance. The situation appears equally serious in Somalia and
parts of Eritrea, Uganda, Tanzania, Southern Sudan and the Central Af-
rican Republic with severe drought followed by a failure of staple crops
such as maize and rice.” I fear that the response from the international
community now and in the future will be virtually the same as in previ-
ous years. United Nations agencies, in particularly the World Food Pro-
gramme, UNDP and UNICEF, together with influential organisations such
as oxrAM will appeal to rich country governments for funds to provide
emergency assistance. The amounts available will perhaps prevent a large-
scale loss of lives, but very little will be done to tackle the underlying
causes of vulnerability of peoples and countries in Africa to famine. And
next year or the year after, another drought will result in equally large
if not larger numbers of people in need of food aid. The seriousness of
the problem is reflected in the World Development Report 2010 (World
Bank 2009b) which discusses in detail world hunger and the impact of
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recurrent and frequent droughts and the financial crisis on food and
water insecurity. As the report highlights, in order ‘to avoid encroaching
into already-stressed ecosystems, societies will have to almost double the
existing rate of agricultural productivity growth while minimizing the
associated environmental damage’ (ibid., 133). Related to these are the
enormous challenges ahead related to the politics of food trade, food
buffers, food distribution and water sharing and allocation. But as the
report highlights, we can try to scale up what we currently know to be
approaches that are promising for farmers and good for the environment
such as “zero tillage’ which, although it has been applied largely in high-

income countries, is also being increasingly practised in India and Brazil.

THE CLIMATE CHANGE CRISIS
The third crisis — related to global warming and climate change — has of
late captured global attention in a major way. While champions of the
environment agenda have for long tried to convince, without much suc-
cess, the world of the impending perils of our modern way of life, the re-
cent attention accorded to global warming and climate change is aston-
ishing. There is now little doubt that the earth’s climate is changing and
will continue to change. Indeed, there appears to be relatively widespread
consensus that global temperatures will on average continue to increase
and this will have a considerable (and adverse) impact on availability of
rainfall for agriculture and water for drinking in addition to contribut-
ing to rising sea levels with potentially dangerous consequences in the
form of increased frequency of various types of natural disasters such as
hurricanes, storms, floods, droughts and heat waves. Global warming is
also expected to have negative effects on crop and livestock production
patterns and humans will face greater risks of malnutrition and disease.
As I discuss in chapter 6, it is also increasingly being accepted worldwide
that while developing countries have not been the major contributors to
the current problem, they will nonetheless be among the most affected.

Of the three crises discussed thus far, it appears that this crisis is the
one that has got politicians across the globe to at least talk about combat-
ing vulnerability to climate change. Hence, there is now widespread talk
of ‘adaptation’ (building resilience to climate change) and ‘mitigation’
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(moving towards low carbon societies). Despite this, however, climate
change is still being largely communicated in the media and political cir-
cles as a crisis that warrants our urgent action in terms of the need for a
global climate change treaty. In contrast, there is less appreciation of the
daily vulnerabilities and the weak adaptive capacity that characterise the
lives of the poor at local levels. Thus it appears that there is a large gap
between global ambitions and local realities and, as I discuss in chapter 6,
if we cannot successfully implement environmentally friendly policies at
local levels, when the benefits to the population are obvious — then it will
indeed be a tall order to expect major impacts at the global level. There
is hence a need to focus on disaggregating the overall effects of climate
change and to study closely the socio-economic impacts and how they
may be addressed. In this context, we need to appreciate that for the poor,
recovery from a shock (e.g. in the form of a climate change-induced natu-
ral disaster) is usually slow and hence we must work towards reducing
vulnerability to climate change by improving risk management (TFESSD
2008). Thus we need to better understand the various types of risks and
shocks that the poor continually face and how such events and processes
affect their lives. The same applies to global solutions on adaptation and
mitigation that may have adverse and perhaps unintended impacts on
the lives of the poor at the local level.

ADDRESSING VULNERABILITY

Thus far I have argued that we have a tendency to focus on sensational
crises rather than understanding and doing something about vulner-
ability that recurrently produces such crises in the first place. But what is
vulnerability and why should we focus more on it? Vulnerability is often
used to refer to ‘the relationship between poverty, risk, and efforts to
manage risk’ (Alwang, Siegel and Jergensen 2001, 1). But it variously sig-
nifies defencelessness, insecurity, and exposure to risk, shocks and stress.
Vulnerability is forward-looking in that there may be a likelihood of
‘experiencing a loss in the future relative to some benchmark of welfare’
and the loss of future welfare is ‘caused by uncertain events’ (ibid.). The
extent to which a household is affected by vulnerability is determined
by the nature of the risk and the household’s ability to launch an ap-
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propriate response. There are several very good reasons (or value-added)
for re-focusing our efforts on tackling vulnerability but the most impor-
tant reason is that most poor households identify vulnerability to be an
important explanation of their continued poverty. As Dercon (2005, 1)
observes, ‘risk does not just result in variability in living standards. There
is increasing evidence that the lack of means to cope with risk and vul-
nerability is in itself a cause of persistent poverty and poverty traps’. And
defencelessness in turn can be interpreted as a function of social margin-
alization that ultimately results in economic marginalization (Kanbur
and Squire 2001).® The concept of vulnerability is further important for
thinking about forward-looking anti-poverty interventions in that ‘it is
necessary to go beyond a cataloguing of who is currently poor, how poor
they are and why they are poor to an assessment of the vulnerability of
households to poverty — who is likely to be poor, how likely are they to
be poor, how poor are they likely to be, and why they are likely to be
poor’ (Chaudhuri 2003, 3). A focus on vulnerability also allows us to
highlight the distinction and balance between ex-ante poverty preven-
tion measures (i.e. taking action to reduce the impact of risk) and ex-post
poverty alleviation interventions (i.e. transfers to the poor when they are
faced with a bad shock). Despite the above, however, vulnerability as a
concept is relatively ignored when designing anti-poverty policy.
Vulnerability as a term has attracted widespread interest across a range
of disciplines. The following three categories of development literature
have typically recognised the importance of risk in explaining poverty and
deprivation: the fertility literature, which has traditionally argued that high
infant and child mortality increases fertility rates; the agricultural econom-
ics literature, with its focus on preferences towards risk, particularly risk
aversion; and the nutrition/food security literature which has documented
that poor nutrition in particular periods in a child’s life may lead to long
term effects such as stunting and proneness to disease (Dercon 2005, I1-12).
In addition to these, vulnerability is considered an important variable in
livelihoods approaches and also increasingly in studies of climate change
although more needs to be done on clarifying the link between vulnerabil-
ity and adaptation. Some have also argued — particularly with reference to
issues of food insecurity — that the space of vulnerability can be identified
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as a tripartite structure — entitlement (command over food), empower-
ment or enfranchisements (state-civil society relations seen in political and
institutional terms) and political economy (structural-historical form of
class relations within a specified political economy, i.e. surplus appropria-
tion and crisis proneness) (Watts and Bohle 1993, 121).

Vulnerability can be of various types and we need to understand how
they are related and how they cause small and major crises. In terms of
the discussion on the crises thus far, one can easily locate vulnerabilities
in relation to say a food crisis by isolating various parts of a long process
or chain of events that ultimately lead to food shortage, starvation and
perhaps even famine. Take the example of the typical types of shocks
that large numbers of individuals faced in rural Ethiopia in the period
1999—2004. These included drought, illness or death of household head
or spouse, inability to sell outputs or decreases in output prices, pests
or diseases that affected crops and livestock, crime and policy/political
shocks that included land redistribution, state confiscation of assets, re-
settlement, forced contributions or arbitrary taxation (Dercon 200s, 5).
Rather than waiting for a crisis to erupt, specific interventions can be tar-
geted at vulnerable individuals and households that attempt to combat
some or all of the specific shocks. This will, of course, require not only
good and credible information but also a genuine commitment on the
part of political and administrative authorities to reduce and eliminate
various types of vulnerabilities. Another case, that of Senegal, which im-
ports over 8o per cent of its requirements of rice from East Asia, helps
illustrate both macro-level and micro-level vulnerabilities. Because of
its dependency on such exports, the country is extremely vulnerable to
variations in the price of rice at international market. And at the height
of the food crisis in 2008, rice importers worried that given the weak
purchasing power of the local population, they would not be able to sell
their stocks since they had imported the rice at a high cost. With the help
of government subsidies, however, the lack of demand was addressed and
the 2008 problem did not materialise into a major crisis. However, the
root causes of the country’s dependence on rice imports has not been
addressed and it remains equally if not more vulnerable to the same
problem in 2009 as in the previous year.
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Based on a review of the literature on vulnerability, there are five sets
of issues that appear both interesting and relevant in this context and
require further clarification and attention. First, there is a continued
fuzziness surrounding the concept of vulnerability. As Burg (2008, 613)
writes, ‘specifically, there is some confusion as to whether vulnerability
itself is the phenomenon to be apprehended, or whether it is something
that exacerbates the effects of hazards, and this relationship is what needs
to be understood’. Second, it appears that differences in approaches to
understanding vulnerability among different disciplines (where each dis-
cipline focuses on different components of risks, household responses,
etc.) may lead to different methods of measuring and combating vulner-
ability. We therefore need to understand to what extent such approaches
take attention away from a more holistic approach in development in-
terventions. Third, we need to better understand how we can best bal-
ance ex-ante measures (taking action to reduce the impact of risk) and
ex-post measures (transfers to the poor when they are faced with a bad
shock). Fourth, we need to focus on opportunities that the poor have to
insure themselves against risks. Hence, we need to examine the role of
public action in fostering more insurance and mechanisms to protect
the poor. Fifth and finally, we need to address concerns relating to the
separation of risk evaluation on the one hand and risk reduction on the
other; i.e. the difference between science and political decision which
in turn leads to doubts over the effectiveness of risk management. And
related to this is the lack of consciousness and responsibility regarding
vulnerability among political and administrative authorities and some-
times even communities themselves (Cardona 2003). Most importantly
the process by which vulnerability is created, maintained and exacerbated
needs focus, so as to allow us to intervene at an early stage based on a
correct diagnosis.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this chapter I have explained how the five sets of topics that I discuss
in the ensuing chapters of this book — corruption, democracy, human
rights, climate change and development aid — are related to each other.
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Indeed, there are three sets of overarching issues that the remaining
chapters have in common. These include the general unwillingness and
reluctance of the development community to focus adequate attention
on the factors that explain the resilience and continued production of
poverty and inequality. There is thus an attempt to promote develop-
ment without recognising that there are simultaneously other (often
powerful) actors who continue to produce, and benefit, from poverty;
and the fear of local elites of losing their privileges in some foreseeable
future. Similarly, understanding the motivations that explain the pur-
suit of wealth by individuals and groups also helps to better understand
the continuation of unfair trade relations and the unfair arrangements
upon which international institutions operate. Being blind to issues of
inequality is, in my view, one of the major reasons as to why development
continues to remain elusive. Two other sets of issues explain the elusive
agenda. There is a fixation, which we currently witness in the develop-
ment vocabulary, on a set of buzzwords which gain attention for a while
amidst claims that various development actors have finally found an ap-
proach that will radically change both the foundations of development
policy and its implementation. Even if the theoretical foundations of
such approaches are sound, there is far too little attention given to how
these can be operationalised on the ground in various country contexts.
Adding to the problem is the practice whereby development actors may
say one thing in public (e.g. extolling the virtues of ‘empowerment’ and
‘human rights’) but do something quite the opposite in practice when
they set priorities for their political and organisational agendas or when
they get distracted by crises. As the discussion on economic empower-
ment of women showed, our understanding of problems can be very
different from that of the poor. There are numerous success stories that
we can learn from and try to adapt to newer settings without necessar-
ily trying to coin yet another fancy terminology or approach. Finally, as
I have argued in the final sections, the current focus on the financial,
food and climate crises has unfortunately taken our attention away from
focusing on the root causes of poverty and recognising the importance
of vulnerability in creating one crisis after another. If we are to avoid
recurrent crises in the future, our attention should instead be directed
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at recognising, understanding and addressing the strong bonds between
vulnerability and crises. Indeed, our tendency to avoid tackling the really
complex issues — either because they are too complex, challenging and/
or expensive — is what explains why development continues to be elusive
for large numbers of people in poor countries.
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orruption is generally recognised to be a problem in most coun-

tries of the world and is typically used in a negative sense in order

to convey a message of disapproval and condemnation. Moreover,
anyone dealing with public administration in developing countries (or
public affairs in general) is bound to encounter the statement that ‘eve-
rything is corrupt’. Taxi drivers, fruit sellers, bureaucrats, diplomats, NGo
and aid agency representatives, United Nations and World Bank officials
and even politicians would tell you that corruption is at the heart of
the problem of undervelopment in that part of the world. Corruption
is thus portrayed to be the usual suspect and although such blunt state-
ments may rarely be further elaborated upon, the message is unequivo-
cally straightforward. It is most often a simple theory explaining complex
political and administrative phenomena, most often without much em-
pirical evidence. Being by definition occult, corruption is far too often
substantiated by hearsay and guesses, or by the ubiquitous ‘top of the
iceberg’ metaphor. Moreover, in the abundant literature on malpractices
and corruption in developing countries there is seldom an attempt to
distinguish between the different forms they may take. There is thus a
tempting tendency to lump all corruption phenomena into one category,
irrespective of whether they, for instance, reflect individual or collective
transactions, or whether they are direct or indirect. This makes it difficult
to isolate the source of the problem and to undertake concrete measures
to combat it.
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Corruption as a topic in the development jargon has grown in im-
portance since the early 1990s, particularly after the end of the Cold War.
As Williams (1999, 487) observes: ‘The geo-political rationale which had
once been used to support corrupt dictators who were overtly anti-Com-
munist disappeared and, together with donor fatigue, a re-evaluation of
the need to combat corruption became more politically attractive? And
it is now widely accepted that corruption in developing countries has
an adverse effect on economic development and reduces the resources
necessary for infrastructure, public services and anti-poverty programmes.
Corruption is said to undermine economic growth, discourage foreign
investment and reduce the resources necessary for infrastructure, public
services and anti-poverty programmes (Robinson 1998). Further, corrup-
tion can also weaken the legitimacy and accountability of governments
and thereby undermine political institutions (Johnston 1997). But there
are also others who view corruption as being an important catalyst in
promoting economic growth and combating the cumbersome role
played by the political and administrative systems in developing coun-
tries that often create unnecessary delays and hence prevent the speedy
implementation of development-oriented projects.

Despite a revival in academic interest on corruption in recent years,
I am often surprised to see the paucity of empirical work, particularly
in trying to connect with specific problems of development policy. It
is therefore far too common and rather easy to assign corruption the
entire blame for the lack of development of a particular country or re-
gion. Given the trust most people have in the ills of corruption, there
may not even be an attempt to look for alternative explanations that are
causing the problems. In this essay I therefore argue that while corrup-
tion is indeed a major social evil, we need to go beyond impressionistic
understandings for the phenomenon in order to understand why devel-
opment remains elusive. Indeed, we need more empirically-based studies
on corruption from different local contexts rather than operating with
the idea of corruption being similar in all parts of the world and in all
contexts. Most importantly, it is important to locate corruption within
a wider context of the implementation of public policy and my general
conclusion is that while corruption is invariably an important factor
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explaining policy failure, it is by no means always the dominant factor.
After an examination of the various forms of corruption and followed by
an overview of some widely used definitions and theoretical approaches,
I focus on the relationship between corruption and development. In par-
ticular, I discuss the methodological challenges in researching corruption
with examples from fieldwork on drought and starvation undertaken
in India almost a decade ago. The aim is to contribute to an improved
process-oriented understanding of the relationship between corruption,
development and the implementation of public policy in developing
countries.

THE PHENOMENON

In common parlance, the term ‘corruption’ is used to describe a wide
variety of human acts. And such acts vary; its nature may, for example,
depend on whether politicians or bureaucrats take the lead and whether
societal interest groups are actively a part of a system of patronage and
clientelism (Hutchcroft 1997). Corruption is often categorised into three
main categories: incidental (individual), institutional (e.g. a particular
government department) and systemic (societal). As Robinson (1998,
3) notes, ‘Some forms of corruption may be confined to instances of
malfeasance on the part of individual politicians or public officials, and
are episodic rather than systemic’. In other instances, ‘corruption per-
vades particular institutions or sectors of activity’ (ibid.). Finally, systemic
corruption ‘is a situation in which major institutions and processes of
the state are routinely dominated and used by corrupt individuals and
groups, and in which many people have few practical alternatives of
dealing with corrupt officials’ (Johnston 1998, 89).

Apart from the above three categories, it is also useful to briefly re-
flect on other distinctions of corruption. Heidenheimer et al. (1989)
distinguish between ‘petty corruption’ (meagre monetary gain or an
official bending rules to do a friend a favour, usually involving low-
level civil servants); ‘routine corruption’ (including the acceptance of
gifts, nepotism, etc.); and ‘aggravated corruption’ (involving kickbacks
from major contracts and organised crime). In certain cases corrup-
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tion is initiated by an office-holder while in other cases a corrupt act
is initiated and encouraged by a favour-seeker (ibid.). A further crucial
distinction needs to be made between ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ forms of (or
gains from) corruption. Direct corruption relates primarily to imme-
diate gains from ‘bribery, extortion and misuse of official information’
while indirect corruption entails ‘indirect bribes’ such as promises of
employment (including appointment to a prestigious position), pro-
motion and transfers or, goods and services at reduced prices or the
awarding of contracts to certain favoured individuals or groups (Pinto-
Duschinsky 1985, 164).

At the outset, it is also useful to briefly examine a few corruption-
related concepts which add to the difficulty in arriving at a universally
accepted definition of corruption and which may not be directly re-
lated to corruption per se. Consider the term ‘bribe’, which is intrinsi-
cally related to corruption; indeed, for many bribery appears to be
synonymous with corruption. ‘Bribery’ involves the ‘payment of a fixed
sum, a certain percentage of a contract, or any other favour in money or
kind paid to the state official in charge of making contracts on behalf
of the state’ or the distribution of ‘benefits to companies or individuals,
businessmen and clients’ (Amundsen 1999, 11). Bribery is often under-
stood to be a form of redistributive corruption and is often associated
with equivalent terms such as ‘kickbacks’ (large amounts as a reward
for facilitating a contract between two agencies), ‘baksheesh’ (a form
of gratuity given for a favourable service in South Asia), ‘grease money’
and ‘pay-offs’. While bribes may be paid in order to speed things up in
the bureaucracy or in the hope of expecting a favourable decision (so-
called speed money), it can also assume the form of an ‘extraction’ that
officials charge for their services, including the receipt of gifts and ‘do-
nations’ (often termed as ‘rent-seeking behaviour’).! For example, Rose-
Ackerman (1999, 92—93) highlights the subtle but crucial distinction
between the closely related concepts of ‘bribes’, ‘gifts’, ‘prices’ and ‘tips’
She characterises payments (monetary or in kind) along two dimen-
sions: whether there exists an explicit quid pro quo (reciprocal obliga-
tions) and ‘the institutional positions of payers and payees’ (whether
they are principals or agents).
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TABLE I: Bribery and related terms

Quid pro quo No explicit quid pro quo
Payment to principal Price Gift
Payment to agent Bribe Tip

Source: Rose-Ackerman (1999, 93).

Corruption is often used interchangeably with related terms such as
embezzlement, extortion, fraud, favouritism and nepotism. Thus, and
although debatable, ‘embezzlement’ is typically not considered to be a
corrupt act from a legalistic aspect as it involves ‘theft of public resources
by public officials’ and constitutes the misappropriation of public or
private (company) funds (Amundsen 1999, 11). There is much more agree-
ment on the fact that ‘extortion’ is a corrupt act entailing the extraction
of money or other resources by the use and/or threat of force and vio-
lence. Such forms of corruption are usually classified as ‘redistributive’
extraction as they involve a transfer of resources from state to society
and so-called ‘protection money’ demanded by mafia groups is a case
in point. However, such acts could also be classified as being ‘extractive’
corruption when the entire state machinery is perceived to be riddled
with corruption. Another interesting term is ‘fraud’, which is a broad
legal term and includes ‘trickery, swindle or deceit) entailing both ‘brib-
ery’ and ‘embezzlement’. By entailing the accumulation of benefits with
the help of deceit and swindle, fraud is another example of ‘extractive
corruption’ (ibid.).

Finally, ‘favouritism’ entails favouring friends, family or others and in-
volves ‘a mechanism of power abuse implying “privatisation” and a highly
biased distribution of state resources, no matter how these resources have
been accumulated in the first place’ (Amundsen 1999, 14). Hence, favour-
itism is closely linked to collective and extractive forms of corruption (of,
for instance, neopatrimonial regimes) when it implies abuse of power
‘in the form of a corrupted (undemocratic, “privatised”) distribution of
resources, whereas corruption strictly defined is about the accumulation
of resources’. Closely related to favouritism is ‘nepotism’ where ‘an office
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holder (ruler) with the right to make appointments, prefers to nominate
to prominent positions his proper kinfolk and family members’ (ibid.).

In this context, Bowles (1999, 460) rightly argues that, ‘The essence
of corruption is that two individuals or groups act in concert to further
their own interests at the expense of a third party’. By comparison, fraud
and extortion involve ‘an individual or group acting unilaterally to fur-
ther their own interests at the expense of others’ and hence may not
necessarily be termed as corruption since there is no identifiable third
party. However, Bowles provides an example of a grey area in which two
parties may collude to commit a fraud and this may have considerable
ramifications. One relates to a doctor-patient relationship where the two
collude against the insurance company to inflate treatment costs or sim-
ply agree on the use of more costly procedures than is necessary. Such
collusion may be considered corrupt by the insurance company only if
the doctor benefits financially by prescribing more expensive treatment.
If not, then the extra cost will probably be written off as an ordinary
transaction or agency cost (ibid.).

It will be clear from the above discussion that defining what consti-
tutes a corrupt act will vary from society to society and from situation to
situation, depending on who is making the accusation and who is being
accused. This is also where cultural differences become important as
what is considered corrupt in Nicaragua (where theft is typically includ-
ed in the definition of corruption) may not be considered so in Norway
(where a strict legalistic definition is applied and where theft is seen to
be a separate phenomenon). Similarly, it has now become commonplace
for private companies to practice so-called ‘corporate hospitality’ which
may take the form of providing certain selected individuals with ac-
cess to benefits and/or services that they would not otherwise have. This
may include funding foreign trips (often disguised as study tours), golf
lessons and other all-expenses paid services. The purpose, at least from
the company’s viewpoint, is that the recipients of such generosity will be
interested in maintaining a close relationship that in turn may be useful
in future company-related business. However, such acts will most often
only be termed corrupt when the recipient does something illegally to
favour the agent offering such hospitality. And such return favours may
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not always be easy to identify and may be undertaken subtly and gradu-
ally over a considerable period of time.

Other similar everyday examples of blurred boundaries between hon-
est and corrupt include cases when A gets much better service by pro-
viding an extra monetary or other incentive to B who is an employee
of company C. The company does not gain anything from this act; the
benefit is appropriated individually. A typical case in many poor coun-
tries involves paying the postman to make sure that letters actually are
delivered in the letterbox or the garbage collector who may suddenly
refuse to collect household waste. However, there may be perfectly hon-
est reasons for giving a tip to a waitress for a good service, a feature that
may even be encouraged by the owners of the restaurant.

In short, corruption is not only widespread in large parts of the devel-
oping world, but it also exists in many variants. Even if we may agree on
what is corruption, there will invariably remain many grey areas where
arriving at consensus will remain fraught with difficulty. And Johnston
(2000, 8) rightly observes that the crucial issue is not what corruption
means but who decides what it means and how widely such a decision
is accepted in society.

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENTS

As the above discussion illustrates, the literature on corruption is quite
voluminous and arriving at a single definition of corruption that ac-
curately identifies all possible cases is very difficult indeed. One of the
most prolific writers on the topic, Michael Johnston (1998, 89) observes,
‘No issue is more enduring than the corruption debate, and none has so
frequently pre-empted promising discussions, as that of definitions’ The
challenge is amplified when one considers that social customs and cultur-
al traditions (e.g. gift giving and doing personal favours in exchange for a
reward as opposed to providing moral support) may encourage acts that
are not in conformity with the letter of the law (Klitgaard 1991; Bowles
1999). Despite such difficulties, and in a pioneering study, Heidenheimer
et al. (1989) categorise the various definitions of corruption into three
categories — public-centred, market-centred and public-interest-centred.
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The first category — public-centred — sees corruption as essentially a
deviation from the legal norms associated with public office. Johnston
(1998, 89) provides a popular starting point definition of corruption as
‘the abuse of public roles or resources for private benefit’ Thus corrup-
tion includes the misuse of authority for personal gain, monetary or
non-monetary (Bayley 1966). Nye (1967, 417—419) defines corruption more
precisely in terms of ‘behaviour which deviates from formal duties of
public role because of private-regarding (personal, close family, private
cliques), pecuniary or status gains’ or behaviour like bribery, nepotism
or misappropriation that ‘violates rules against the exercise of certain
types of private-regarding influence’. The main advantage of the public-
centred approach is one of ‘relative precision’ in that it clearly identifies
certain behaviour as being corrupt (Johnston 1996) and ‘approximates
the definition of corruption given in the law’ (Pavarala 1996, 60). The
difficulties arising out of such definitions relate primarily to the fact
that they often tend to dichotomise the phenomenon in corrupt or non-
corrupt terms (Kjellberg 1992). As a result, numerous types of possibly
corrupt behaviour may escape such a legal definition. For example, laws
in a society may be vague or contradictory and they may (and do often)
change over time and vary from country to country. In addition, Pinto-
Duschinsky (1996, 142) notes that the implementation of judicial norms
is often complicated since what is legally forbidden may be socially ac-
cepted and vice-versa. One can also question whether judicial norms are
neutral, objective and non-political (Williams 1999) and how one should
deal with the indirect nature that often characterises certain types of
corrupt behaviour (Kjellberg 1992). For these very reasons, Scott (1972, 5)
observes that corrupt behaviour should also ‘cover the wilful failure to
act in accordance with the formal duties of a public role’

Market-centred definitions of corruption are primarily concerned with
economic concepts of demand, supply and exchange, focusing on rent-
seeking behaviour. Thus when a civil servant ‘regards his public office
as a business, the income of which he will, in the extreme case, seck to
maximize’ then such an office ‘becomes a ‘maximizing unit’ And the size
of such income will depend on ‘the market situation and his talents for
finding the point of maximal gain on the public’s demand curve’ (Van
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Klaveren 1989, 26). Another prominent advocate of the market-centred
approach is Rose-Ackerman (1996) who argues that corruption exists
at the interface of public and private sectors. And levels of malfeasance
depend ‘not only on the volume of potential benefits, but also on the
riskiness of corrupt deals and on the participants’ moral scruples and
bargaining power’. She goes on to forcibly argue that private firms, for
instance, pay bribes for two reasons — to obtain government benefits
(especially when the government is a buyer or a contractor) and to avoid
costs (payment for a favourable interpretation of rules and in order to
avoid delay and harassment by government officials). In general, such
market-centred approaches to explaining corruption have the advantage
of highlighting the incentives (‘rent-seeking’ behaviour) that influence
the extent (or amount) and the situations (risks) of corrupt transactions
in a particular context. However, Johnston (1996) is of the view that
such explanations ‘overlook the intangible benefits (prestige, promises
of political support) that can flow from the abuse of authority’. In ad-
dition, he argues that ‘the “market” for official favours can be complex
and idiosyncratic: demand for official services may be inelastic, highly
individualised (as in cases of cronyism), and far in excess of supply’. Simi-
larly, Williams (1999, 507) argues that the real focus of this approach is
‘not on defining corruption but on explaining the economic imperatives
and political circumstances which encourage breaches of the rules and
norms of public office’

The third set of definitions categorised by Heidenheimer et al. (1989)
are public-interest-centred definitions, which are usually very broad and
address both the nature and consequences of corruption together with
an entire set of societal norms. This approach focuses on corruption as
‘one of several forms of persuasion exercised in approaching a person
in public office’ such as an appeal to ideology, party/group affiliation,
needs of interest groups, gender, age, geographic location, etc. (Kjellberg
1992,202). A typical understanding of corruption within this approach is
provided by Friedrich (1966, 74) who argues that a ‘pattern of corruption’
exists ‘whenever a powerholder who is charged with doing certain things,
i.e. who is a responsible functionary or officeholder, is by monetary or
other rewards not legally provided for, induced to take actions which
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favor whoever provides the rewards and thereby does damage to the
public and its interests>” Similarly Rogow and Lasswell (1963)* argue
that ‘a corrupt act violates responsibility toward at least one system of
public or civic order and it is in fact compatible with (destructive of)
any such system’. And since ‘a system of public or civic order exalts com-
mon interest over special interest; violations of the common interest
for special advantage are corrupt’. Such broad conceptualisations of the
‘public interest) although morally valuable and going beyond narrow
legalistic definitions, articulate an ‘abstract, amorphous morality, and
lists a large number of acts under the category of corruption’ (Pavarala
1996, 64). These may include gift giving, nepotism, cheating/fraud, ly-
ing, and lobbying — acts which are difficult to measure or prove, and in
many cases are considered to be a natural part of a socio-political system.
Moreover, defining what constitutes public interest or common good is
a challenging proposition in any society and this further aggravates the
difficulty of arriving at a general definition of corruption that can be ana-
lytically useful for purposes of comparison between different societies
and cultures. Indeed, as Johnston (1996) puts it, even if it were possible
to identify the public interest with some precision, it is far more useful
to distinguish between the definition of corruption on the one hand and
its consequences on the other.

The above discussion illustrates the enormous difficulty in arriving at
a universally accepted definition of corruption. A corrupt act in Norway
may not necessarily constitute the same in Nicaragua and vice versa.*
Indeed, although all three categories of definitions highlight essential
components of corruption, certain questions remain unanswered, par-
ticularly those pertaining to the norms to distinguish between corrupt
and non-corrupt acts. And even though they help to identify specific
patterns and consequences of corruption, it is questionable whether such
approaches are as precise and objective as they claim to be. The difficulty
is aptly summed up by Johnston (1996), for whom such claims of preci-
sion and objectivity are ‘illusory’ since ‘the powers and limitations of
official roles, and their relationships with private interests, are constantly
being contested and reinterpreted, even in relatively settled systems’. As
discussed earlier, a widely popular definition — and one actively used by
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several multinational actors — is a legalistic one provided by Johnston
that views corruption as ‘the abuse of public roles or resources for private
benefit. However, even in this case, what constitutes ‘abuse’, ‘public role’,
‘resource’ and ‘private benefit’ may again vary from situation to situation
and from one cultural context to another. Nonetheless, such a definition
provides a useful starting point, no matter how narrow it may appear
at the outset. It is at least better to have a barest minimum definition of
corruption at hand rather than having to sift through a maze of concepts,
terms and definitions.

THE CORRUPTION-DEVELOPMENT NEXUS

There has been considerable academic interest in recent years on the
relationship between corruption and development, and the issue has
attracted increasing interest with the introduction of democracy and
economic liberalisation in many developing countries. Some have ar-
gued that democratisation has lead to a direct increase in corruption as
democratic polities can increase the incentives and opportunities for cor-
rupt acts. There are others who feel that democratic institutions actually
possess a genuine capacity to detect, reduce and contain the incidence
of corruption (Robinson 1998). Similarly, while some argue that eco-
nomic liberalisation and the subsequent removal of the licence-control
systems limit rent-seecking behaviour among bureaucrats and politicians,
others like Harriss-White and White (1996) highlight the fact that liber-
alisation merely displaces corrupt behaviour to other actors and areas of
government activity. The real impetus for the corruption-development
link, however, arrived with the World Bank and the International Mon-
etary Fund’s (1ME) focus on the term ‘good governance’ towards the end
of the 1990s. Although the idea of good governance has of late been
somewhat nuanced by these actors — in that there is now more focus on
political stability and absence of violence/terrorism, quality of public
services functioning of the civil service, quality of regulatory policies
and rule of law issues — a focus on anti-corruption has always been the
main focus. Consequently there was growing concern that the effective
implementation of development policy is made difficult when ‘regula-
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tions and bureaucratic allocation of scarce public resources breed cor-
ruption’ (Bardhan 1997,1335). Of particular concern in the late 1990s was
the continuation of so-called ‘patrimonialism’, particularly in large parts
of Sub-Saharan Africa. And patrimonial administrations, with unclear
public-private boundaries, were viewed as breeding grounds for the ille-
gitimate ‘private appropriation of the spoils of office in the form of taxes,
customs, gifts, land and the like’ (Theobald 1999, 492).

Most authors seem to argue that corruption has adverse effects on
bureaucratic efficiency together with a negative influence on investment
and growth (Bardhan 1997; Robinson 1998). As Leff (1964) notes, the
logic of such an argument is: development — bureaucracy - efficiency
— probity. Rose-Ackerman (1996), for instance, writes of inefliciency, de-
lays and deterioration in quality when contractors make payoffs to be
allowed to cut corners’ Consider the case of the private contractor/busi-
nessperson in a rural area who competes for government contracts along
with competitors for the construction of a stretch of road. He may wish
to influence the bidding process by offering and paying a bribe. Alterna-
tively, he could also be asked to pay a bribe by an official. How does the
contractor make up for the additional expenses incurred in the payment
of a bribe? He constructs the road but perhaps uses cheaper or lesser
material than required. The road lasts for only a few months, which is
followed by a renewed process of bidding for contracts and offers and/or
demands for bribes. It is often suggested that corruption ‘reduces private
market efficiency by creating frictions that inhibit private sector invest-
ment’ and therefore corruption is described as being ‘sand in the wheels’
(Waller et al., 17). At first glance, it seems relatively straightforward that
the greater the practice of corruption in society, the greater the rise in
the price of administration. From a public point of view, if corruption
takes the form of a kickback given to government officials, it diminishes
the total amount expended for public purposes. Consider the following
from Bayley (1966):

A corrupt act represents a failure to achieve the objectives government
sought when it established criteria for decisions of various classes. To the
extent that the objectives sought were worthwhile, corrupt acts exact a
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cost in nonachievement. For example, if the objective of hiring govern-
ment employees is the obtaining of efficiency and ability in carrying out
official tasks, then corruption in appointments produces inefficiency and
waste. (Bayley 1966, 724—725)

However, this is not always the case. Many argue that corruption can
actually improve efficiency in situations where the system is replete with
pervasive and cumbersome regulations. This is borne out by a comment
by Leff (1964, )° who writes: ‘if the government has erred in its deci-
sion, the course made possible by corruption may well be the better
one’ The main point here is that corruption is often the only way to get
the system moving with the purpose of accomplishing certain specific
objectives. Without a corrupt intervention, certain systems cannot be
pushed forward. According to this strand of thinking, corruption ‘greases
the wheels’. Huntington (1968, 386), for instance, writes, ‘in terms of eco-
nomic growth, the only thing worse than a society with a rigid, over-
centralized, dishonest bureaucracy is one with a rigid, over-centralized,
honest bureaucracy’ Hence, in certain contexts where rules and regula-
tions are rigid, do not encourage flexibility and lead to delays, corruption
can improve efficiency and help growth in the form of ‘speed money’.
Gunnar Myrdal (1968), writing on the Indian context notes that this may
not necessarily be the case. Rather than speeding up the process, corrupt
officials may be more inclined to create administrative delays in order
to encourage clients to offer bribes. Similarly, Banerjee (1994)¢ writes of
situations where bureaucrats actively create red tape in order to screen
different categories of clients in the hope of attracting more bribes.

A further question is interesting at this stage. In the quest for devel-
opment, are certain forms of corruption better (preferred) than others?
Bardhan (1997) raises the issue of the centralisation of bribery and its
potential impact on overall economic development. Citing India and
Indonesia as examples, he writes:

... the two countries are about equally corrupt, and yet the economic per-
formance by most accounts has been much better in Indonesia. Could it
be that Indonesian corruption is more centralized ...and thus somewhat
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predictable, whereas in India it is a more fragmented, often anarchic, sys-
tem of bribery? (Bardhan 1997,1325)

This is a difficult question to answer. Waller et al. (2000, 22) conclude that
‘if corruption is measured by the amount of bribes paid per investment
project, then centralizing corruption at the top of the government may
lead to a more efficient allocation of corruption’ This, since ‘the top level
of governmental hierarchy has many tools at its disposal to ensure that
this outcome prevails’ (ibid.). On the other hand, ‘if corruption is meas-
ured at the total volume of bribes paid in the economy, then centralizing
bribe decisions at the top of the hierarchy leads to more corruption in
the economy even though there is a larger private sector in this corrup-
tion regime’ (ibid.).

Corruption is also said to undermine political legitimacy. Rose-Ack-
erman (1996) notes that, ‘Systematic corruption undermines the legiti-
macy of governments, especially in democracies, where it can even lead to
coups by undemocratic leaders’. Similarly, Bayley (1966) writes of how cor-
ruption lowers respect for government authority as it ‘undercuts popular
faith in government to deal even-handedly’. Consequently, the common
man may feel justified in being corrupt himself when he suspects that
virtually everyone in power is embroiled in corrupt practices. Gupta (1995,
386) writes of the case of a local bus conductor in an Indian state who
justifies not returning loose change to a passenger purchasing a ticket: ‘If
Rajiv Gandhi can take 64 crore in bribes, what is the harm in my taking
64 paisa on a ticket?”” Corruption can also have an infectious influence on
other members of the administrative apparatus. For instance, a revenue
inspector or a customs officer may join his/her colleagues in a corrupt
network, partly to please (or not offend) fellow workers and/or partly to
avoid undue harassment and obstacles in daily work. It could easily be
a case of: ‘If you are not for us we take it that you are against us’ If an
individual officer is not a part of the ‘gang’, he/she may risk being isolated
professionally since he/she can be seen as a potential ‘whistle-blower”

In I’s Our Turn to Eat: The Story of a Kenyan Whistle-Blower, Michela
Wrong (2009) recounts the experiences of John Githongo - a journal-
ist and former Transparency International investigator, who in January
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2003 was given charge of heading Kenya’s anti-corruption authority
and made Permanent Secretary for Governance and Ethics by the first
democratically elected President of the country, Mwai Kibaki. For two
years, Githongo investigated various cases of bribery and fraud involv-
ing those who held some of the highest positions in Kenya, including
senior cabinet ministers. After numerous threats where he was asked
to stop his investigations, Githongo resigned his position in 2005 and
turned whistle-blower. Subsequently he was forced to flee the country
and he spent several years in exile in the United Kingdom, providing
at the same time detailed information about the cases of corruption he
had unearthed to several groups of actors. In addition to providing the
material for Wrong’s book, he contacted several multilateral and bilat-
eral donor agencies. Interestingly, these donors who pride themselves in
talking about anti-corruption at the slightest opportunity, did not react
strongly enough. And Wrong suggests that the primary strategy of the
donors — who at that time were thrilled to see an elected President in
pace for the first time in 24 years — was to avoid taking decisions that
would create a political or economic crisis. The result was token changes
in Kenya’s cabinet, but mostly business as usual.

Another recent example from Indonesia shows the powerful resistance
the anti-corruption body — the Corruption Eradication Commission — is
currently facing from high-ranking officials in the country, including the
police and members of Parliament. After 32 years of President Suharto’s
rule, the country was widely regarded as one of the most corrupt in the
world. However, since 2003, when the Commission was set up, some
impressive progress has been achieved in fighting the problem in Indo-
nesia. The Commission itself has prosecuted 86 cases related primarily
to corruption involving the procurement of government contracts and
has thus far enjoyed a 100 per cent conviction rate. However, with the
prosecution of high-profile civil servants, politicians and businessmen,
the Parliament, in particular, considered to be one of the most corrupt
institutions in the country, is delaying the passing of new legislation that
governs the Commission and the courts. Such developments, according
to watchdog groups, do not bode well for Indonesia’s fight against ram-
pant corruption that continues to plague the country.®
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THE ‘HIGH NOON EFFECT’

AND METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES

At this stage, it is important to mention the inherent difficulty in re-
searching corruption, which is a sensitive and often secretive phenom-
enon. There are considerable methodological challenges involved, par-
ticularly in attempting to empirically link and generalise the impact
of corrupt behaviour on activities relating to economic development.
However, it helps to be ingenious and to look for indirect or mediated
effects of corruption. Above all, it is important to understand how local
actors, involved in the process as bribers, bribees or simply as passive
observers, understand the problem. It is also important not to simply
equate corruption with bribery since there may be other actions that
may also constitute a corrupt act including vote fraud, nepotism, official
theft and extended patronage systems (Johnston 2000, 21). Some cen-
tral questions include the following. What is the nature of corruption
discourse? Can we distinguish between different types of allegations
of corruption? Who condemns corruption in a particular society? Why
does an individual complain to friends about corruption and yet is
inclined to offer a bribe in a secret transaction with a powerholder in
order to further his own case? Should we not condemn both the person
offering the bribe and the one receiving it? Most importantly, who are
the losers of corruption and what types of strategies are available to
them for redress? Finally, there are certain ethical dilemmas involved in
researching corruption. When an informant or a group of people trust
me (in my role as a researcher) with information regarding a corrupt
act or a corrupt official, am I obligated to pass on the information to
the relevant authorities? What if the authorities are themselves a part
of such a transaction and end up punishing my informants instead of
punishing the guilty party?

Estimates of corruption are usually imprecise and rumours rule in-
stead of facts. It is difficult to estimate the true extent of corruption
precisely because knowledge of such practices is limited and shrouded in
secrecy. Hearsay, guesses and allegations (either based on some credible
suspicion or with the intention of maligning a person one dislikes) are
common in the Indian context. It is impossible to study public adminis-
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tration in South Asia or Sub-Saharan Africa without coming across loose
and unsubstantiated accusations of a general character: ‘He is corrupt’ or
‘He is really corrupt’ are phrases used to signify anything from incompe-
tence and frustration at there not being any concrete and quick results
to outright instances of corrupt behaviour. The situation is one that can
be termed a ‘High Noon effect’ (based on the classic Western film ‘High
Noon’),” where the important thing is to beat a rival to the draw of the
gun. It is almost as if the single most important thing, at least in political
circles, is to accuse someone else of corruption before the other has the
time to do the same. Whoever fires the first salvo usually benefits and the
reputation of the person accused is questioned (and perhaps damaged)
no matter whether it is later proven that such allegations were false. In
contrast, when the accused retaliates by accusing the accuser of being
corrupt, it is usually seen to be a case of ‘sour grapes’ This is a pattern
often seen during campaigning for elections in many developing coun-
tries when ‘spicy’ stories are leaked to select newspapers and a scandal is
set in motion. There are, for example, numerous instances of politicians
in Malawi using newspapers they either own or control to malign their
political opponents. The key aspect here is that corruption serves as a
most effective tool to put forward an accusation and thereby generate
suspicion regarding the moral character and consequently the motives
a person may have to seek election to public office.

Corruption at the highest levels of politics and administration (‘grand
corruption’ or ‘corruption of greed’) is a fact that most poor people take
for granted. For example, after midterm elections had been held in Mex-
ico in July 2009, and the Institutional Revolutionary Party (pr1) — that
was voted out of power in 2000 on charges of massive corruption — won
a landslide victory, the media debated the reasons behind the latest turna-
round. And a pollster found to his amazement that there was in fact a
‘perverse nostalgia for past corruption’. Thus a juice vendor in Mexico
City observed, ‘Yes, I admit the pr1 is corrupt ... So we voted for the paN
[the opposition party], and they turned out to be just as corrupt ... They
turned everything into their personal business’ Similar views were ex-
pressed by others who noted that despite being corrupt, the pr1 tolerated
a bending of the rules that allowed workers, particularly in the informal
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economy (e.g. illegal street vendors and unlicensed taxi drivers), to earn
their living. Hence, when faced with a choice between two corrupt par-
ties, voters may feel justified in choosing the one that also helps their
cause and eases their daily burdens."

In certain situations, as I will discuss in subsequent sections, it is al-
most shameful or a sign of incompetence if a particular officer is not
‘very good at being corrupt’. The ability to conceal outright corruption
while at the same time sending out feelers that ‘I can be approached with
an offer, may be seen as a positive characteristic of an officer’s personality.
Such a person is a ‘doer’ and it is often more acceptable among the public
to have a corrupt but efficient officer at the helm (i.e. a person able to
carry out required improvements in development) than a corrupt (or
for that matter an honest) but incompetent incumbent. Corruption is
not only confined to the top echelons of the administration but is often
said to pervade the entire structure ranging from the peon and clerks to
junior officers. Some characterise corrupt behaviour within this group
as resembling ‘petty corruption’ (involving minor personal gain) and/
or corruption resulting from need (the fact that low level officials are
poorly paid, etc.).

However, it is perhaps even more difficult to gauge the extent of cor-
rupt transactions at the lower levels. Even though the average amount of
money involved may be small, the enormous size of the typical develop-
ing country bureaucracy vis-a-vis other professions means that the figure
could be just as high as those involving top-level officers. These low-level
functionaries may occasionally be caught red-handed while accepting a
bribe and their superiors may issue the customary temporary suspension
order. A major challenge in such contexts is the lack of a credible threat
of punishment and the ‘casual and clumsy manner’ in which corruption
cases are often dealt with (Sondhi 2000). Thus those in power may sel-
dom be willing to use their disciplinary powers for a variety of reasons,
including pressure from trade unions, political leaders, fear of personal
harm or harassment to family, overload of cases in the judiciary (cases
take years to prosecute) or simply ‘sheer inaptitude’. And the result of
such (in)action is that ‘the corrupt are rarely caught and even if caught
are let off with minor or no penalties’ (ibid., ).
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DEVELOPMENTS IN A DISTRICT

One of India’s most creditable achievements in the past five decades
has been the prevention of famine. However, the food and nutritional
security of a large portion of the Indian population, especially in ru-
ral and inaccessible areas, remains precarious. Elsewhere I have studied
this paradox, and analysed India’s impressive efforts in responding to
sensational and easily visible disasters in contrast to the ‘silent emer-
gency’ of drought-induced undernutrition and starvation deaths (Banik
2007). A primary goal was to understand why some issues are effectively
dealt with and not others. The study was based on both quantitative
and qualitative data in India at national, state and local levels as well as
in-depth field visits to two states on India’s east coast, Orissa and West
Bengal. Among the issues examined were the interaction between spe-
cific institutions in India (e.g. judiciary, civil services, political parties)
and their accountability to the public; the role of the media in highlight-
ing problems of extreme poverty and destitution and the effectiveness
of political and administrative response to such reports; and the impact
of major anti-poverty programmes, including the Public Distribution
System (pps) and the Integrated Child Development Services (1cps), in
reducing the incidence, duration and impact of starvation deaths. In
the ensuing sections of this essay, I will highlight the corruption-related
aspects of the study.

THE CIRCUIT HOUSE CLUB

A crucial actor, highly visible in most district administration circles in
India, is the ‘local fixer’ or a middleman. And in a certain district in the
state of West Bengal, I met Sanjay," a low-level clerk with a very friendly
and jovial disposition. Sanjay turned out to be the classic example of
an important local wheeler-dealer and fixer. He was a son of the soil,
hailing from the district and appeared to be on good terms with vir-
tually everyone and at all levels of society — from the caretaker of the
‘Circuit House’ (government guesthouse) to the District Magistrate, the
administrative head of the district. Sanjay’s immense popularity was also
seen in the office of the ‘Sabhadipati’ (the political head of the district)
and a bitter rival of the District Magistrate. Sanjay seemed to transcend
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party divisions and the political-administrative divide. On the very first
day of my arrival at the Circuit House, I received a telephone call from
Sanjay who told me, ‘If you need anything... anything at all, please do
not hesitate to contact me’. When I told him that I did not know who
he was and wondered how he knew about my arrival, he told me half-
jokingly, ‘It is my business to know everything and everybody’. During
the weeks I spent in this area, I was able to ascertain the true extent of
power this clerk exercised. In the words of one of the caretakers of the
Circuit House, who knew all the comings and goings of Ministers and
bureaucrats:

Whenever we need to get anything done ... from any official paperwork
in the Secretariat to a favour of any kind, we can always approach Sanjay-
babu."” He is on friendly terms with everyone and has no enemies. He is
really a wonderful man and there is no one like him in the district. He
knows everyone and everyone knows him ... even different Prime Min-
isters who have visited the district call him by his first name ...

When the District Magistrate’s friends and relatives arrived from Calcutta,
Sanjay was the unofficial host, showing them around and taking care
of all needs. The government-run Circuit House proved to be a very
important arena for the cultivation of friendships and contacts, and a
person like Sanjay was considerably dependent on tip-offs and informa-
tion from his informants working in the Circuit House. These included
cooks, caretakers, gardeners, night watchmen and cleaners. These work-
ers were the ones who attended to telephone calls, kept a tab of who was
meeting whom and overheard conversations that no one else had access
to. A caretaker openly admitted to supplementing his meagre salary with
‘demands of small amounts of money’ from Sanjay and local business-
men, journalists and others interested in meeting a visiting politician,
bureaucrat or police official residing at the Circuit House. If someone
refused to pay, he/she would be curtly told that the minister/official did
not wish to be disturbed. On their part, politicians and bureaucrats who
frequented the Circuit House were also dependent on some of these
employees for minor chores and for the facilitation of contacts. Thus
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even low-level government employees enjoyed considerable influence
and importance.

On several occasions, and in my presence, people approached Sanjay
and requested a favour. He always seemed to give hope and reassurance:
‘Don’t worry. I will take care of it. Apart from the Circuit House, the
district headquarters was Sanjay’s kingdom and he did everything else
apart from carrying out his designated and official work. Even though
I cannot be sure that Sanjay made a lot of money from his activities
(he appeared to live poorly in a shabby apartment), it was relatively
clear that he was the master of public relations and always ‘knew some-
thing about somebody’, which could later be converted into favours
for friends and clients. The surprising aspect of all this was that no one
condemned his activities. Sanjay was usually spoken of as a ‘very help-
ful’, ‘kind’ and ‘understanding man’. He was obviously a person with
an immense amount of social capital, who enjoyed the confidence of
a wide-ranging group of people. This social capital, in turn, was used
actively to facilitate favours, speed up administrative cases and bend
rules for petty gain. Sanjay was, therefore, a typical intermediary and it
was in his interest to spread and maintain the perception that without
a bribe nothing worked."

THE CLUB HOUSE CIRCUIT
This brings us to the issue of who among societal actors unearths and
condemns corruption. Journalists represent an important group in that
they, as representatives of a free media and in the public interest, have
the responsibility of highlighting corrupt acts. They are often privy to
confidential information, which they may or may not be able to publish.
In most of India, one can distinguish between two types of journalists:
relatively well-paid correspondents of national or local vernacular dailies
stationed in the state capital and groups of poorly-paid local journalists
(natives of the district) who function as local reporters for vernacular
newspapers published from the state capital or another city. And virtually
every major city in India has an ‘exclusive’ club (remnants of the colonial
past) where select members of society are allowed privileged access to
wine and dine and play billiards.
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In a particular club in Bhubaneswar (the capital of the state of Orissa),
I found that key bureaucrats, journalists and businessmen socialised
openly — drinking whisky, gossiping, dining, playing billiards, etc. Poli-
ticians were in fact, conspicuous by their absence. The correspondents
of national dailies and a select group of influential local journalists got
most of their information about the workings of the state from impor-
tant civil servants who frequented the club. There was seldom an attempt
on the part of these correspondents to check out facts and actually visit
some of the problem areas. There were also some allegations by some
journalists who were not members of this club that in certain sensational
cases (involving, for instance, an environmental disaster due to the care-
lessness of a government department or a private firm), key journalists
could be ‘bought oft” in order to articulate a particularly one-sided and
favourable version of the story. Rewards to journalists, in such situations,
would often vary and could include the assignment of a spacious govern-
ment bungalow in a posh part of the city, invitations to prestigious social
gatherings, free entertainment at the club and/or a free supply of liquor.
This brings me to the case of the civil servant, who is often alleged to be
at the centre of corrupt transactions.

BUREAUCRATIC TRANSFERS

AND ADMINISTRATIVE CORRUPTION

Officers of the elite Indian Administrative Service (1as) are subject to
rapid and often arbitrary transfers from their posts throughout their
careers." The power to transfer is often a relatively easy and useful tool
for politicians to extract obedience and compliance since transfers offer
the least lines of resistance and can enable the most pliant civil servants
to be placed in key positions. It is also a symbolic gesture that politicians
use to convey to the bureaucracy and the public that certain ‘preferred’
people have been put in charge of key posts. Moreover, a steadily increas-
ing number of civil servants have actively sought the blessings of their
political masters in order to save or promote their own careers. In the
words of one senior official, ‘Large scale transfers are to place in position
those who will unquestioningly obey their political mentors. For filling
up “lucrative” posts, bids may even be invited!””® Many political com-
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mentators have consistently raised the issue of how such rapid transfers,
without proper justification, have undermined administrative morale
and self-confidence. These, in turn, are said to affect the professional com-
petence of bureaucrats and make them insensitive to the needs of the
people. As one bureaucrat put it, “Transfer is such a potent instrument
that it can make or break an official’ (Prasada Rao 1997). By breaking up
the networks of civil servants through the ability of ‘directing’ transfers,
politicians ensure that they are ‘keepers of the gap’ in order to maintain
the divide between state and community. Consequently, they are able to
maintain an important source of patronage in the States (de Zwart 1994,
5). When civil servants are not obliging or ‘accommodating’ enough, a
politician can record an adverse report in the confidential dossier of the
officer concerned. In addition, the power of transfer is often used for
purposes of harassment (Rao 1970; Jha 1988).16

An Indian civil servant (in this case, mainly 1as officers) may be trans-
ferred due to any of the following reasons: incompetence; disregard of
organisational rules; incurring the wrath of an influential individual or
a powerful lobby; for purposes of filling in a post left temporarily vacant;
a transfer request on personal grounds. While transfers are a part of of-
ficial routine, they can be punitive when used as political weapons. What
is interesting is not the question of the suitability of transfers in Indian
public administration but the political nature, frequency and scale with
which these are ordered in many Indian States. That the problem is
indeed acute is borne out of the remarks made by the Secretary of the
Department of Personnel in New Delhi, who admitted that, ‘the single
most important reason for the demoralisation and sense of insecurity
among the officers of the All India services is the frequent and arbitrary
manner of transfers and postings in many States’"”

An exception to the impressionistic accounts and freewheeling dis-
cussions of Indian corruption is Wade (1982; 1985). He argues that ‘it is
partly that the frequency of transfer from post to post in India is typically
so high as to make difficult any engagement between the official and
his particular responsibilities; but it is also that the transfer mechanism
allows pressures for ‘corrupt’ behaviour to bear down strongly on the
incumbents of certain posts’ (Wade 1985, 467). And the corruption ‘sys-
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tem’, which is centred on control of personnel transfers, is an important
supply-side reason for poor performance of canal-irrigated agriculture.
Wade shows how officers can use their office to raise large amounts of
illicit revenue, especially where some offices or posts are much more
profitable than others. In many instances, illicit revenue collected at the
field level is distributed along the higher ranks of the hierarchy such
that a complex network of actors is involved. If an officer is unwilling to
share some of this illicit revenue, obtained primarily from bribes, then
the officer may be transferred to another post with highly undesirable
conditions.”® According to the rules, officers must be transferred within
three years, and can be transferred to any post within their department.
Hence, the officers ‘naturally want to influence their transfers in line with
their preferences’. The main argument here is that a significant reason
for why the Indian state is not better at promoting development is the
‘corruption-transfer’ mechanism and its effects on bureaucratic initiatives.

(One might) visualise a special circuit of transactions, in which the
bureaucracy acquires control of funds, partly from the clients and partly
from the State Treasury, channels these funds upwards to high ranks and
politicians, the latter in turn using the funds for distributing short-term
material inducements in exchange for electorate support. - (This applies)
to many, but not all departments ... the transfer being the corruption
model, it explains quite a large part of what is going on. (Wade 1985, 484)

In the following section, I will discuss the validity of Wade’s observations
in relation to the study of undernutrition, starvation deaths and drought
relief in West Bengal and Orissa states of India.

THE POLITICIAN-BUREAUCRAT NEXUS
An important function of the Indian bureaucracy has traditionally been
to provide the political leadership with information on impending food
crises and thereafter take action to combat the threat of famine. When
the district bureaucracy, headed by the Collector (in some places called
District Magistrate), is alert and provides timely and accurate information,
food crises may be successfully combated. Further, democratic politics
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and the role of public action is crucial in this connection as the political
leadership may be pressurised to trigger the bureaucracy into action in
order to prevent a major loss of lives (Dréze and Sen 1989; Banik 2007).
Remote, tribal-dominated and drought-prone districts in the state are of-
ten referred to by 1as officers as ‘punishment postings’ or ‘thankless post-
ings’. And although some officers who have served in such challenging
districts recognise that they have an important role to play in developing
the region, they are always aware that they may be transferred at any time.
While some officers cope better than others, almost all have difficulties
in remaining motivated in the face of recurrent crises. A group of officers
were of the view that drought-prone and extremely poor districts attract
three categories of officers: those who originally hail from nearby districts;
officers who are disliked by the political leadership (either those who are
seen to be loyal to a rival politician or party, or a person who is perceived
to be incorruptible); and officers without ‘political clout) i.e. officers who
are politically not well connected and thus cannot influence their post-
ing. Other officers similarly ‘victimised’ by the ruling party longed for a
change of government, the rationale being that with new ministers at
the helm, all those victimised by the previous regime would be suitably
rewarded with prized postings in larger (more urban) districts or in the
State Secretariat in the capital city. Interestingly, one young officer explic-
itly stated that he actually enjoyed working in such challenging districts
since he felt he had something concrete to offer in terms of developing
such ‘backward’ regions. However, in his case, allegations of corruption
against him were even more numerous than was the case for many of his
colleagues! A section of local journalists argued that it is precisely because
‘backward’ regions are so far away from the State capital that they easily
become a haven for various groups of officials who wish to ‘mint money’.
While some officers argued that ‘being cut-off’ from the ‘civilised world’
was a major problem, others felt that it could be a blessing in disguise as a
civil servant could expedite his duties far removed from everyday admin-
istrative and political interference. As a senior official put it:

On the one hand, if one were determined enough, one could make sub-
stantial improvements in the long-term development of the district. On
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the other, those with a corrupt bent of mind will also find solace ... One
is free to be corrupt minus the accountability. It is almost as if the seniors
[bureaucrats in the State Secretariat] operate with a certain ‘tolerance
level’ with regard to remote areas. Certain minor irregularities are over-
looked as long as someone is actually working in that godforsaken district.

Surprisingly, only a handful of the officers I interviewed had any qualms
about being ‘rewarded’ with prized postings (in better-off and more ur-
ban districts) by politicians with whom they enjoyed a good relationship.
And most officers did not seem to find anything wrong in making use of
political and/or administrative contacts with the intention of influencing
their postings. As one officer observed:

Everyone else does it. Don’t you think it would be silly to be left behind?
While we are all in the same boat, we are also in the same rat race. It is
the only way to survive. We have to, at times, swallow our pride and take
resort in the “Yes, Sir’, “You are so right, Sir’ and ‘I will do as you ask, Sir’
approach even though we may feel we are ten times better qualified than
the average politician.

Officials also tended to remain silent and frequently changed the subject
when asked about favouritism and what such politicians expected of
them in return for such ‘rewards’ There was never a direct mention about
concrete benefits the officers would be able (and willing) to provide to
their ‘political patrons’ although certain phrases that were frequently
used provide some clues. These included: ‘being accommodative’,‘doing
the needful’, ‘being responsive to grievances’,‘caring for the masses’, ‘being
flexible’, ‘being neutral and accessible to all’, and ‘responsive to political
concerns’ In addition, they were keen on highlighting their own virtues
and reputations of being ‘efficient’, ‘honest’ and ‘hardworking’ officers.
In a district in Orissa, I frequently heard stories of the ‘unholy nexus’
consisting of politicians, key civil servants posted to the district and
businessmen/private contractors. On one particular occasion, I had an
appointment with a major local political leader. When I reached his
house, I was surprised to see a small and quite rundown structure, which
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housed a large number of family members and party followers. The
leader was not at home but soon telephoned an assistant and told him
to escort me to a new destination for the interview so that ‘we could have
a proper discussion without being disturbed’. Upon reaching the new
destination, in a fashionable area of town, I was ushered into a luxurious
villa owned by a major businessman. The politician was sitting in the
contractor’s office (and in the contractor’s chair) and gave every sign of
being the person in charge. He acted as if he owned the property. Even
the contractor gave the impression of being at the disposal of the politi-
cian. Subsequently, separate informants told me that this political leader
had over the years actively seen to it that his contractor friend’s firm was
awarded some major government contracts for various infrastructural
projects in the district. The noted journalist P. Sainath (1996, 317) had on
numerous instances reported on how the poor in such underdeveloped
regions recognise the intricate role of corruption in their lives and refer
to development and drought relief as ‘the third crop] a crop the poor do
not harvest.

THE CORRUPTION THEATRE
The case highlighted in Robert Wade’s study (discussed earlier) is an
example of ‘systemic corruption’ presupposes a general connivance by
an entire, or close to the entire, agency concerned. I did not find clear-
cut evidence to suggest that there was an elaborate system of sharing of
revenue among a large number of officials in the districts of West Bengal
and Orissa. People were, however, more than willing to openly speak of
corruption and a substantial number of the allegations seemed to have a
ring of truth about them — indeed they generally appeared to be credible
as the allegers could point to certain concrete events, specific relation-
ships and patterns of behaviour among selected officials. Some of these
allegations were also corroborated by several independent sources. On
a few occasions, I found some truth in allegations of the existence of a
system of revenue sharing among a small group of officials numbering
not more than 3-s5, although one can never be sure of the exact numbers.
Such a group would typically include one or more high-level officials
(though usually not of the same rank) in charge of procurement and/or
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distribution of resources and together with a selected few ‘Man Fridays™

at lower levels of the system.

This does not, however, prevent an official from having similar ties
with other groups simultaneously (depending on the official’s senior-
ity) but the point here is that there is very little evidence to point to a
systematic sharing of revenue involving entire government departments.
For instance, a top official may demand a ‘commission’ for a favourable
decision (e.g. related to the selection of beneficiaries for an anti-poverty
programme, geographical focus of a drought relief effort; approval of
government contracts, loans and even pensions) or demand a ‘certain
percentage’ of revenue acquired by the illegal use of government assets
for private gain (e.g. the leasing out of government vehicles to friends or
contacts who run a transport business). Such commissions or transac-
tions need not be of a monetary nature — they can sometimes be ‘saved’
for collection at a later date (perhaps after the official has been trans-
ferred elsewhere out of the district) or the official may simply use it to
‘return a favour’ someone else had done for him in connection with a
separate dealing. All this is practiced with the utmost of caution and
although each involved part knows something about the set-up, no one
has enough information to be able to bring down, malign or involve the
top official(s) or ringleaders in the event of a scandal.

Local journalists play a crucial role in this context. District-based jour-
nalists are seldom paid a fixed salary; rather their earning is dependent
on a certain percentage (often around 15 per cent) of the advertisement
(government and private) revenue they are able to generate for their
newspapers. As such, most of them rely on other sources of income (e.g.
an additional job or a private business) in order to make ends meet. It
appeared therefore somewhat strange that they are willing to work with
little assured remuneration. It soon became quite apparent to me that
being in possession of a ‘press card’ was immensely valuable to an indi-
vidual in the district. The press card opened many doors and provided
journalists with access to important officials and politicians. A clever
journalist could easily manipulate various situations to supplement his
regular income. For instance, there were indications that a group of lo-
cal journalists were ‘loyal’ to a high-ranking local bureaucrat. Despite
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several irregularities committed by this official, these journalists, who
appeared to function collectively, avoided the publication of negative
reports against him. In contrast, they could sometimes be persuaded
to publish an adverse report against powerholders who belonged to a
rival camp. Some of my informants were very confident of the fact that
a senior journalist of the area (the ringleader of the group of journal-
ists) had, on several instances, blackmailed key officials in the district
administration. All this seemed to reinforce the impression of journalists
being key players or allies for an official interested in supplementing his
official source of income.

An interesting feature I observed was that officials with competing
authority did not appear to collaborate with each other in a corrupt
transaction. They were careful not to share such information with the
other (and his/her ‘cronies’) lest it be used against them by way of com-
plaints (in the form of petitions and reports) to higher-ups in the State
capital. It was particularly interesting to note how every new official
posted to the district immediately tried to assess the situation in terms
of ‘who belongs to which camp’. They were also careful in identifying
and picking a few ‘Man Fridays’ from their department who could be
trusted to carry out a range of ‘minor’ and/or ‘unpleasant tasks’ including
the collection of bribes and/or functioning as an ‘approach person’ or a
contact (one who can speak unofficially on behalf of the official). It was
also preferable if ‘a little something can be put aside’ in a deal, which
was not directly connected with the office-holder’s position. Thus, for
instance, the police chief could choose (and feel it safe enough) to use
his power, prestige and influence to receive a kickback in an area such
as the construction of a tennis court on behalf of the Sports Association
of which he was President. He could thereby give the impression that
he was seriously interested in developing the sports facilities in the area
while at the same time not minding a certain private benefit accruing
out of his involvement. As one local trader put it, ‘After all, he is doing
it in his own free time and it does not hurt the government if a private
contractor gives him a little something for being allowed to bag the
contract’ Such statements appeared to legitimise corruption as long as
there was a clear-cut public-private divide.
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The government, it appeared, did not mind such cases as ‘it has much
more serious things to take care of’. However, in reality, such distinc-
tions of ‘private’ and ‘public’ spheres are usually ‘blurred’, and as Gupta
(1995) has argued, an official in India usually enjoys the same prestige
and power at home, as she/he does in the office. This was particularly a
problem due to the ‘24-hour nature of the job’ that many officials termed
their work while serving in the districts. They further claimed that this
required active use of a residential office. Thus there is often a thin line
separating private business from the official - between entertaining visi-
tors and guests in the residential office in late evening and conducting
official business at the same office at odd hours. And as it turned out,
private and official business was often conducted simultaneously. For
example, I was often a visitor in official residences where innumerable
friends, colleagues, Man Fridays, traders, journalists and politicians or
relatives of politicians, dropped by. Sometimes these were merely ‘cour-
tesy calls’ lasting only a few minutes, while at other times they stayed
on for dinner and a drink in the official’s residential quarters adjacent
to the office. Elsewhere, in a remote district in West Bengal, I did notice
an exception to such practices. The District Judge lamented on how
boring his evenings and weekends were resulting out of a ‘lack of social
interaction with the locals’ It was of the utmost importance, he felt, ‘to
maintain no local ties whatsoever’ as the slightest form of socialising
with the local population could attract allegations of corruption and
thereby ‘compromise his neutrality’. As a result, he ‘spent every evening
reading or watching television with his wife’. This does not mean by any
means that all judges practice such rigid social codes. There is indeed no
evidence for generalisation but it appears that individuals can set their
own limits when it comes to tackling the ‘blurred boundaries’ between
official duties and leisure activities.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

There seems to be relatively clear-cut evidence that corruption in large
doses is damaging to a country’s attempt at improving the conditions of
life for its citizens. Studying corruption is a challenging task. It has many
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forms, which makes it difficult to ascertain the intricate details and the
real extent or impact of the phenomenon on issues of economic devel-
opment. Corruption is generally regarded and perceived as being illegal.
With this notion of illegality is the notion of secrecy, implying that ‘it is
mutually beneficial for corrupt officials to follow the strategy of protect-
ing each other’ and that ‘if corruption is pervasive, auditing an official
will be very costly’ as other corrupt officials ‘have the incentive to destroy
evidence or mislead auditors on behalf of the one being investigated’
(Lui 1996, 27-28). In contrast, ‘if corruption is rare, a corrupt official will
get less protection from his colleagues, who then are more likely to be
honest’ (ibid.). Rose-Ackerman (1978) suggests that bureaucrats should
be given competing or overlapping jurisdictions and that this may help
reduce corruption since the potential briber has to persuade many (or
all) of the officers involved. When a client is unhappy with the service
provided by one officer, he/she can approach another with similar pow-
ers and areas of competence/responsibility. In many developing countries,
one often hears of ‘collusion’ between bureaucrats and politicians and
it is such collusion that needs to be made difficult to achieve (Bardhan
1997).

Corruption, in most developing countries, becomes a highly popular
issue particularly before any election and the public is under the impres-
sion that it is actually increasing by the day. I believe that in many poor
countries, the discourse on corruption can often be perceived as a safety
valve for overall frustration with government efforts or as an expression
of a feeling of despondency. It is also the first thing that comes to most
people’s minds while attempting to explain the failure of public policy.
However, it is simplistic to accord corruption the main blame for all of
the problems facing developing countries. Although it is usually a factor
in some way or another, the corruption approach may not always offer
the best explanation as to ‘why things do not work out as they should’.
Indeed, and as Johnston (2000, 13) aptly puts it, "While it is fashionable
to refer to corruption in the language and symbolism of a fatal disease
— one that will bring about collapse if it is not eradicated — in reality it
can be very long-lived indeed, sustained both by underlying structural
causes and powerful beneficiaries’ And despite the numerous negative
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impacts of corruption as discussed above, it is essential to recognize that
‘significant corruption is a symptom of deeper problems and imbalances’
and that ‘eradicating specific corrupt practices — while certainly a task
worth pursuing — may by itself be insufficient’ (ibid.).

Together with bribery, favouritism and nepotism continue to form
an integral part of the definition of corruption in large parts of the de-
veloping world. In recent years, and particularly due to the efforts of
the vigilance commissions and anti-corruption agencies, the number
of cases filed in the courts against corrupt individuals has been on the
increase. This has been somewhat helped by the United Nations Con-
vention against Corruption (uNcac) — the first binding global agree-
ment on corruption that entered into force in December 2005.2° The
uNcAac emphasises preventive action (e.g. in the judiciary, procurement
agencies and anti-corruption bodies), the criminalisation of the most
prevalent form of corrupt transactions in both private and public sectors
(e.g. trading in influence, concealment and laundering of the gains from
corruption, addition to bribery and embezzlement) and international
cooperation (e.g. in relation to prevention, investigation and prosecution
of offenders). The uncac thus introduces an exhaustive list of rules in
addition to standards and measures aimed at strengthening the legal and
regulatory anti-corruption policies in countries signatory to the docu-
ment. Despite failing to incorporate a robust monitoring mechanism,
one area where the uncac has already begun to have an impact is in asset
recovery, particularly the retrieval of assets derived from grand corrup-
tion and often involving former heads of state. Thus the former President
of Zambia, Frederick Chiluba was found guilty by a uk court in 2007
for stealing GBP 23 million of Zambian public money. The civil suit was
filed on behalf of the Zambian attorney general and in cooperation with
the uxk authorities. And the presiding judge stated, The money recovered
can now be returned to the government of Zambia to be invested in the
people’s future — such as education or clean drinking water for some of
the seven million Zambians living in poverty’”

While such cases involving several governments and well-known po-
litical leaders are few and far between, getting a quick judicial decision
on much smaller cases at national and local levels has proven difficult.
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And in many instances, corrupt individuals continue to wield enormous
power and influence even while their cases are pending in the courts.
They may also be in a position to destroy evidence against them. This
has been most clearly borne out in recent cases in Mexico, Uganda, Ma-
lawi, Bangladesh and India. There has also been a spurt of investigative
reports in the media documenting corruption at the highest levels of
political and administrative power. A further encouraging aspect has
been the innovative steps taken by bureaucrats themselves to identify
the most corrupt among them and initiative judicial probes of corrupt
behaviour. In Uttar Pradesh, India’s largest state, young 1as officers have
started holding regular meetings of the 1as Officers’ Association where
secret ballot votes list the three most corrupt 1as officers in the state.
The difficulty with all such measures, nonetheless, lies in the lack of a
credible deterrent against corruption. Even when such lists have been
submitted to political and judicial authorities, few corrupt officers have
been dismissed from service. Politicians, even when charge-sheeted, are
seldom made to suffer strict penalties. In many cases, charges are usu-
ally dismissed or not taken seriously. Having political backing (either
from a group of powerful politicians or a political party) has, therefore,
become an important armoury in the arsenal of a bureaucrat’s daily
routine. There is a perceived need among sections of the bureaucracy
in virtually all developing countries that it is better to cultivate political
patrons who can influence a future course of events even when there is
no need for doing so in the short term. The blame for the politicisation
of the civil services cannot, therefore, be placed solely on politicians. The
much-cited ‘unholy nexus’ between politicians and bureaucrats has now
become a matter of routine — it is a fact of life that most citizens in poor
countries take for granted.

The interesting question is whether the masses, educated and unedu-
cated alike, truly believe that corruption can be reduced. Corrupt be-
haviour is usually one that is condemned and censured. Here lies the
important question of who condemns corruption. It may be easier for
some individuals and groups to condemn the phenomenon than oth-
ers. The sad reality is that while many citizens in the developing world
speak vehemently against corruption, they realise that without the offer
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or demand of a bribe very few of their needs and demands will be ac-
complished. When one’s income, business or professional career depends
on powerholders who are corrupt, it may well be odd to expect a person
to campaign actively against the system. It is also the case that individuals
may not consider certain acts as being corrupt. Rather, it may be consid-
ered a part of everyday life and not worth making a fuss. Prawer Jhabvala
(1956, 56)** writes about one such case involving an Indian businessman
from New Delhi:

Bribery and corruption! These were foreign words, it seemed to him, and
the ideas behind them were also foreign. Here in India, he thought, one
did not know such words. Giving presents and gratuities to government
officers was an indispensable courtesy and a respectable, civilized way of
carrying on business.

Similarly, the practice of guanxs in China is a social custom and entails
gift-giving in all areas of life, including in family relationships and in
interactions with politicians, social institutions and business relations
(Steidlmeier 1999). And not just foreigners, but also locals may not nec-
essarily reflect on a daily basis over the ethics of gift-giving and when
such practices cross over into the sphere of corruption. The discussion
so far therefore aptly highlights the difficulties in arriving at a universally
accepted definition of corruption. Can we concretely measure whether
there exists a genuine attempt in society to reduce corruption? If so, who
is taking the initiative and what are the chances for its success? Is it mere-
ly the paying of lip service before elections or can a common platform
to combat the menace be established?

I support the contention that the focus, therefore, must shift on to
the causes, the reasons behind corrupt acts (Leff 1964). Most politicians
already possess an enormous amount of personal wealth. When do they
stop accumulating it? If it is the enormous cost of running for election,
then a serious attempt must be made to regulate campaign financing. Is
corruption among powerholders propelled by a fear that income will
subside once out of power, and hence, ‘let’s make hay while the sun
shines’? Corruption perhaps increases when there is an unstable govern-
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ment, with elected representatives serving brief tenures? There may be
a mad rush to make money quickly since re-election is not guaranteed.
Bureaucrats, on the other hand, may feel left out. Power is simply not
enough. Power, with the absence or lack of discretionary functions (cou-
pled with an uncertainty over future career, postings and promotions),
may provide a substantial incentive to accumulate wealth through cor-
rupt acts while in office. A few quotes from the India study illustrate this
point: ‘After all, everyone else is doing it ... why should I be left behind’
or ‘It is safer being corrupt than being honest ... Your colleagues trust
you ... they know you won’t blow the whistle on them’.

There is considerable talk of how important it is to combat corruption
and how it is the most serious of problems in the development process
— and corruption is therefore the usual suspect when economic growth
and development programmes fail to deliver the benefits to the large
majority of the population. However, and as I have tried to show in this
essay, the key point is that corruption has deep-seated roots in complex
social settings and any attempt to check its growth must be related to at-
tempts at improving the participation of individuals in decision-making
as well as in voicing concern over impacts of policy implementation.
In this regard, I agree with Johnston (2000, 13) in that ‘Reform will not
be a one-size-fits-all proposition, or a matter of unpacking a “tool kit
what works in one setting may be irrelevant or harmful in another. We
need to understand corruption in its broader context’. And together with
incentives for honest officials and sustained political education for the
masses, as witnessed in Singapore and Hong Kong, are perhaps the most
effective ways in changing the status quo. Accordingly, it may be a far
better proposition if emphasis was given to identifying the victims of
corruption and their losses, which in turn would lead to an identification
of the winners (ibid., 22-26; Alam 1995).

Many empirical studies of corruption are criticised for being too im-
pressionistic in content. It may well be the case that this essay too is im-
pressionistic to a certain extent. A major challenge has been to filter away
charges of corruption levied by one group on another. In my studies, I
have tried to employ two major filters in order to flush out ‘biased’ views:
charges of corruption based on political rivalry and charges of corrup-
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tion against an organisation or a particular individual; and allegations of
corruption based on frustration at there not being any concrete results
flowing from administrative decisions. These filters, I must admit, have
not always been easy to deploy. Most academic work on corruption relies
on an indirect approach, with observation techniques and first-hand in-
terviews being put together in order to construct a picture, as accurate as
possible, of reality. There is, hence, a risk that conclusions drawn in any
such study may not be generalised to apply to other situations. Each case,
each act and each corrupt individual may differ from another.
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he relationship between democracy and development has attract-

ed renewed interest in recent times. While large numbers of peo-

ple continue to suffer the pains of poverty, an increasing number
of countries in the developing world are choosing democratic forms of
government. And Western donors, for their part, continue to highlight
the key role that elections play in the democratisation process, often
making aid conditional upon the holding of free and fair elections and
improvement in the respect of civil and political rights. They also readily
criticise the recent trend by many Asian donors (e.g. China, Taiwan and
South Korea) to provide generous grants and loans to African and East
Asian countries without tying up such development assistance to good
governance and the promotion of human rights. The impression given
is that democracy, or at least its introduction, will save poor countries
from falling further into the trap of poverty. Democracy, apart from be-
ing intrinsically valuable, is therefore largely viewed by many Western
donors to further promote an important instrumental goal, namely de-
velopment. Thus it is necessary to question whether certain regimes are
better able and equipped to promote economic growth and eradicate
poverty than others. In other words, what characterizes the relationship
between democracy and development? Is there a connection between
‘pro-poorness’ and ‘democracy’? The topic is also interesting given the
increased use of the concept of ‘good governance’, ‘pro-poor governance’
and ‘democratic governance’ by donors and multilateral institutions
when they impart advice to developing countries.
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It will suffice to note at this stage that most cross-country studies fo-
cusing on the relationship between democracy on the one hand and
economic growth or poverty reduction on the other face enormous
methodological problems and challenges.! For example, there are many
types of authoritarianism, and countries that fall under this category are
very heterogeneous in character. Moreover, classifying democracy itself
is also difficult since it usually take various forms and it is difficult to
identify countries that have been democracies for a substantially long
period (which allows for meaningful comparisons). Finally, all countries
— including democracies — choose various types of economic strategies
in order to promote economic growth and development and hence it
is very difficult to operate with a constant economic strategy variable.

Despite the above challenges, numerous studies have empirically
examined the relationship between democracy and economic growth.
Interestingly, however, the literature is inconclusive. For instance, while
Sirowy and Inkeles (1991) find a negative relationship between democ-
racy and development, Campos (1994)* finds a positive relationship. In
contrast, Przeworski and Limongi (1993) do not find any evidence on
whether democracy fosters or hinders economic growth. Based on an
exhaustive review of theoretical arguments and statistical studies, they
provide the best answer currently available when they conclude: ‘we
do not know whether democracy fosters or hinders economic growth’
(ibid., 64).> Several studies focusing on the relationship between democ-
racy and poverty reduction (Varshney 1999; Moore and Putzel 1999) also
conclude that there is no consistent connection between pro-poorness
and democracy. These studies show that the democratic performance
of countries like India, Costa Rica, Botswana, and Jamaica in reducing
poverty does not compare favourably with non-democratic experiments
in South Korea, Taiwan and Singapore, where the percentage of popula-
tion below the poverty line is almost zero. In fact, the highest economic
growers have almost always been authoritarian, although it is important
to keep in mind that the East Asian success story may be exceptional
since several authoritarian regimes — especially in Latin America (e.g.
Chile, Peru, Argentina) and Africa (e.g. Zaire, Niger, Senegal) — have been
particularly insensitive to the poor. Thus most studies conclude that in
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terms of poverty reduction, democracies are not the best nor the worst
performers. Indeed, the wild authoritarian fluctuations contrast sharply
with a certain middling democratic consistency. But how can we explain
such trends and what is the value of democracy?

I begin the essay by examining the relationship between democracy
and various types of freedoms with a particular focus on socio-economic
rights and freedoms. Thereafter I will discuss the relationship between
democracy and development before providing a brief overview of his-
torical trends in the relationship between democracy and development.
This is followed by a discussion on some of the main arguments against
and for democracy in relation to development. I end the essay by reflect-
ing on a selected number of challenges — including the role of elections,
choice of economic strategy and the role of politicians as saviours — that
democracies in the developing world face in promoting development
and reducing poverty. The overall purpose is to examine whether and to
what extent democracy can save countries from falling into the trap of
poverty and underdevelopment.

DEMOCRACY AND FREEDOM

There is currently a general consensus on an intimate relationship be-
tween democracy and freedom and several definitions of democracy,
except narrow minimalist versions, explicitly contain references to vari-
ous individual freedoms. It is also largely assumed that democracy pos-
sesses the capacity to foster basic human freedoms, i.e. certain minimum

freedoms relating to those of assembly, speech, expression and opposi-
tion are essential in order for elections to be meaningful. The argument
is that checks and balances inherent in democratic systems prevent exces-
sive abuse of power and arbitrary oppression while guaranteeing rights

and entitlements to citizens. Hence, the association between democratic

governance and its ability to promote human rights and freedoms pro-
vides strong justification of the general preference of democracy over
other forms of government (Bova 1997, 112). However, the democracy-free-
dom association is not as simple as it is often taken to be. It is imperative

that democracy and freedom are seen, at the outset, as distinct concepts.
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Using a minimalist view, ‘democracy’ primarily involves ‘the selection
of rulers or policies’ while ‘freedom’ relates to the ability to ‘engage in
certain behaviors or to hold and express views without governmental
interference’ (ibid., 113). The point I wish to make here is that freedom
can exist without democracy, but not vice versa.

In the substantial literature on ‘freedom’ and ‘liberty’ (I shall use the
terms interchangeably), it is difficult to identify a core meaning of the
term that can then be conceptualised or variously interpreted. This dif
ficulty is put in context by Isaiah Berlin, who observes, <.. almost every
moralist in human history has praised freedom. Like happiness and
goodness, like nature and reality, the meaning of this term is so porous
that there is little interpretation that it seems able to resist’ (Berlin 1969,
121). Indeed, there is a general tendency to use ‘freedom’, with its syno-
nym ‘liberty’, to designate whatever actions, institutions, policies, or po-
litical system one happens to value most — from obedience and law to
economic well-being. Over centuries a number of features have been
identified with the term: lack of coercion, the presence of opportunities,
the ability to do what one wants, self-determination, rational action and
self-realisation. It is not obvious, however, that one could plausibly argue
that all are conceptualisations, albeit in various ways, of some self-same
concept (or core meaning) of freedom. On the contrary, they can be seen
to constitute more than one, and perhaps several, concepts of freedom
(Brenkert 1991, 5). Indeed, various conceptions of freedom emphasise dif-
ferent aspects of human activity. For instance, Adler (1961) identifies ‘five
subjects of controversy’ pertaining to freedom: the circumstantial free-
dom of self-realisation, an acquired freedom of self-perfection, a natural
freedom of self-determination, collective freedom, and political freedom.
Thus, while there is an overwhelming agreement on the inherent value
of freedom, there is disagreement on how precise the concept should be
and which part of human activity it ought to symbolise. This dilemma is
important to keep in mind as it ‘explains how it is possible for the most
violently opposed political parties to pay homage to the “same” ideal’
(Crocker 1980, 1).

Like freedom, defining democracy is immensely challenging given the
large number of meanings that are traditionally associated with the term.
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Minimalist conceptions of democracy, termed ‘electoral democracy’ by
Larry Diamond (1996, 21), highlight the importance of ‘minimal levels
of freedom in order for competition and participation to be meaningful’.
Schumpeter (1947. 269) is credited with providing the classic minimalist
definition of democracy as a system ‘for arriving at political decisions in
which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive
struggle for the people’s vote’. At the other end of the spectrum lies the
broad concept of liberal democracy which includes periodic, free and
fair electoral contestation together with universal adult suffrage. This
category includes a wide range of features: power resides with elected of-
ficials and their appointees (not unaccountable actors like the military);
existence of a system of checks and balances whereby executive power
is accountable to institutions like an independent judiciary, parliament,
etc.; all groups (including cultural, ethnic, religious) included in consti-
tutional provisions can form parties, contest elections and freely express
their views and preserve their culture; citizens have access to alternative
and multiple channels to express and represent their views (e.g. inde-
pendent media); citizens can enjoy freedom of belief, opinion, discussion,
speech, publication, assembly, demonstration, etc.; citizens are politically
equal under the rule of law, which provides safeguards against terror,
exile or unjustified detention (Diamond 1996, 23-24).

Between the terms ‘minimalist’ and ‘liberal’ democracies, there are sev-
eral intermediary conceptions of democracy which ‘explicitly incorpo-
rate basic civil freedoms of expression and association, yet still allow for
considerable restriction of citizenship rights’ (ibid., 25). These intermedi-
ary views are distinct depending on ‘whether political and civil freedoms
are seen as relevant mainly to the extent that they ensure meaningful
electoral competition and participation, or are instead viewed as necessary
to ensure a wider range of democratic functions’ (ibid.).*

INCLUDING SUBSTANTIAL FREEDOMS IN

A DEFINITION OF DEMOCRACY

The debate on whether substantial freedoms should be included in a
definition of democracy has been largely influenced by Robert Dahl’s
well-known notion of polyarchy that builds on Schumpeter’s minimalist
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definition and highlights a set of conditions required for a democracy.
These conditions include: the freedom to establish and participate in
organisations; freedom of expression; the right to vote in elections; the
right to stand for elective office; the ability of political leaders to com-
pete for votes/political support; alternative sources of information; and
free and fair elections. Dahl assumes that by fulfilling these conditions a
country has a good chance of being a polyarchy (Dahl 1971, 3; 1992, 235).
For Dahl, however, ‘a key characteristic of a democracy is the contin-
ued responsiveness of the government to the preferences of its citizens’
(1971,1). Hence it follows that the above-mentioned conditions that Dahl
specifies for a polyarchy are necessary for a responsive and accountable
government. In a similar vein, Amartya Sen (2000, 10) sees democracy
as a ‘demanding system’, and argues that it is important not to merely
equate the complex demands of democracy only with the ‘mechanical’
conditions of majority rule. In addition to the right to vote, periodic
elections and the respect for election results, democracy ‘also requires the
protection of liberties and freedoms, respect for legal entitlements, and
the guaranteeing of free discussion and uncensored distribution of news
and fair comment’ (ibid.). Przeworski et al. (2000, 33-34) disagree with
the above view and argue that notions like ‘accountability’, ‘responsive-
ness, ‘responsibility’ and ‘participation’should not be seen as definitional
aspects of democracy. The view is that such notions are ‘muddled’ and,
for example what Dahl posits as conditions for ‘responsiveness’ actually
constitute a theorem and not a definition of democracy. They write, ‘the
question whether or not regimes characterized by freedom of opinion,
widespread participation, and repeated elections are in fact responsive is
best left open for investigation, rather than resolved by definition’ (Prze-
worski et al. 2000, 33-34). And Przeworski (1991, 10) argues in favour of
re-establishing a minimalist definition of democracy by starting with
the simple assertion that democracy is ‘a system in which parties lose
elections’. Once this is recognised, democracy can be narrowly defined
as ‘a regime in which those who govern are selected through contested
elections’ (Przeworski et al. 2000, 15). It follows then that there are two
central aspects of democracy: ‘government’ and ‘contestation’. First, the
office of the chief executive and the seats of the effective legislative body
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should be filled directly or indirectly. Second, the filling of these seats
should take place through a process of contested elections’ which ‘grant
their occupants the authority to exercise governance free of the legal
constraint of having to respond to a power not constituted as a result of
the electoral process’ (ibid.).6

Other approaches argue that it is best to focus on certain indices or
basic principles of democratisation. For example, one approach would
be to study countries termed to be democracies and arrive at a definition
based on specific experiences and features of these societies (Lijphart
1984). However, a much needed conceptual clarity of ‘democracy’ has
proved elusive given the great variety of forms that democracy takes. This
is borne out from the innumerable empirical and theoretical contribu-
tions that have identified hundreds of sub-types of democracy, which
has led to added confusion rather than clarity (Diamond 1996, 21). The
problem is partly that democracy is an ideal that is pursued by people
and countries all over the world. Given the heterogeneity of peoples
and countries, it is only fair to expect that there will be innumerable
understandings and practices of democratic principles. Hence, in many
contexts, it may be inappropriate to infer the characteristics of any one
political society and generalise it to apply to other very different ones
(Saward 1994). Etymological definitions can be useful but a phrase like
‘rule by the people’ is usually ambiguous (Held 1987; Hadenius 1992).”
Beetham (1999), however, suggests a very useful way of tackling the issue
and recommends distinguishing the concept of democracy from different
theories of democracy. Starting with the idea that there is a ‘basic core to
the meaning of democracy’, he argues that the ‘question of the definition
of democracy’ ought not to be confused with ‘the separate question of
whether it is a good, or how much of it is a good’ (ibid., 2).

Thus, while the concept of democracy is uncontestable, the theories of
democracy may be contested on matters such as ‘how much democracy
is desirable or practicable, and how it might be realized in a sustain-
able institutional form’ (ibid., 33). Beetham (1993, 6-7; 1999, 33) goes
on to define democracy as ‘rule of the people’, and identifies two ba-
sic principles — ‘popular control’ and ‘political equality’. Democracy is
thereby the ‘mode of decision-making about collectively binding rules
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and policies over which the people exercise control’. Further, the ‘most
democratic arrangement’ is one ‘in which all members of the collectivity
enjoy effective equal rights to take part in such decision-making directly
— one, that is to say, which realizes to the greatest conceivable degree the
principles of popular control and equality in its exercise’ (Beetham 1999,
33). Similarly, Hadenius (1992, 9) argues the case of ‘political democracy’
where public policy is ‘governed by the freely expressed will of the peo-
ple whereby all individuals are to be treated as equals’ The notion that
people are to rule on their own thus involves the principle of ‘popular
sovereignty’ and ‘autonomy’. Others wish to identify other core features
of democracy involving both the norms of citizenship and a notion of
political sovereignty (Lively 1975; Holden 1988).%

OPERATIONALISING DEMOCRACY

The above discussion illustrates three difficulties with operationalising
democracy. First, what features of democracy should be included in its
definition? Second, whether minimalist definitions are more appro-
priate as opposed to wider definitions that include extensive liberties.
In other words, it may be useful to start with a minimalist definition
highlighting some core values and then proceed on to add to the list of
definitional features based on empirical evidence. Third, and related to
the first point, should democracy guarantee a basket of liberties for the
enjoyment of citizens and how inclusive (or extensive) should this basket
of liberties be? There is, unfortunately, no straightforward answer to the
above questions. In fact, the issue at hand should not be seen as requir-
ing a universal solution. The only sensible thing to say is that what one
considers to include in a definition of democracy, and how extensive the
basket of liberties ought to be in a democracy, will depend largely on the
context of a study. The quest to develop a general theory of democracy
may well result in very different definitions of democracy as opposed to
studies that wish to empirically investigate some relationship between
democracy and a particular phenomenon. For instance, when Przewor-
ski et al. (2000) want to study the impact of democracy on economic
development, it makes more sense for them to take a starting point in
a minimalist definition. They wish to ‘examine empirically, rather than
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decide by definition, whether or not the repeated holding of contested
elections is associated with economic performance’ and view democracy
as primarily ‘a regime in which some governmental offices are filled by
contested elections’ (ibid., 35).

Hence, the nature of a study and what one wishes to contrast democ-
racy with often determines what one decides to include in the definition
of democracy. It is perfectly in order to start with a definition of democ-
racy as consisting of a basket of core (limited) features like contestation,
government and freedoms of speech and association. However, this does
not place great emphasis on freedoms as such, but rather on the electoral
aspect of democracy. At the same time, a concept of liberal democracy
places far greater emphasis on a wide ranging list of liberties, the notions
of ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ are seen to be identical. Thus the thresh-
old for calling a society democratic may well be too high and such an
approach may also overlook the fact that it may still be worthwhile to
recognise the difference between minimalist electoral democracies and
non-democracies like authoritarian or ‘sultanistic’ forms of rule. For in-
stance, Bova (1997, 113-114) argues that electoral democracies do after all
‘produce regular and peaceful transfers of political power that differenti-
ate them from authoritarian regimes’and this needs to be accepted and
highlighted.

While freedom can exist without democracy, most democracies today
allow for the enjoyment of at least a basic (often minimum) basket of
freedoms. Once this is established, it needs to be further acknowledged
that freedoms, of various kinds, are present in all societies in varying
degrees, not just in democracies. There is a difference between the pres-
ence of a democratic political system based on majority rule and the
enjoyment of freedom.

Freedoms are not necessarily absent, non-functioning or limited mere-
ly due to an absence of free and fair voting mechanisms. For instance,
Great Britain, according to most definitions, could not be categorised
as a democracy until the 1832 Reform Act, following which franchise
was granted to most adult males. However, there did exist in British
society considerable and fundamental freedoms before 1832 in the form
of free speech, an independent judiciary with trial by jury, separation of
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powers between various branches of government, limited government,
etc. (Sowell 1997, 52). Hence, the argument so far is that individuals and
groups (often organised into parties and/or civic associations) residing
in non-democracies may nonetheless enjoy freedom, albeit of a different
kind from those enjoyed in democracies.

Now, the extent of enjoyment of various freedoms may vary from
country to country. Even among democracies, it is more likely that lib-
eral democracies will allow greater freedoms to its citizens than coun-
tries that are categorised as being democratic using minimalist criteria.
It is, nonetheless, vital to reemphasise the argument that freedom can
exist without democracy but not vice versa. Some basic liberties provide a
sound base for a process of democratisation which may subsequently be
followed by an expansion of individual rights and liberties. Accordingly,
two crucial sets of issues need to be acknowledged in this context.

First, certain basic civil and political freedoms are a necessary precon-
dition for meaningful contestation and participation in a democratic
process. Second, substantial individual and societal freedoms — and the
degree of enjoyment of initially granted civil and political freedoms —
may result as democracy is consolidated, i.e. the idea that democratic
governments are better than non-democracies at respecting, protecting
and promoting human rights and freedoms.

Let us now explore the first issue relating to the institutionalisation
of certain basic civil and political rights and freedoms that provide the
preconditions for electoral democracy.” The Norwegian political scientist
Stein Rokkan (1968), in a seminal work, provided a most useful way of
examining the origin and expansion of democratic norms and practices
in the structuring of mass politics in the smaller European democracies.
In the process of democratisation, four ‘locks’ or ‘institutional thresh-
olds’ need to be surmounted successfully and in sequence in order to
increase the likelihood for the achievement of a stable democracy. The
first threshold, that of legitimation, relates to the right to petition, criti-
cism and demonstration against the regime and the rights (and limits)
of assembly, expression and publication (Rokkan et al. 1970, 79). The sec-
ond threshold, incorporation, concerns the rights of participation in the
choice of representation for new groups and the crucial question is spe-
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cifically how long it takes ‘potential supporters of rising movements of
opposition [before they are given] formal rights of participation’ (ibid.).
The threshold of representation is the third lock and pertains to the ac-
cess of representatives of new groups to legislative institutions. The final
threshold of executive power, involves the extent of access that representa-
tives of new groups have to the instruments of governance (ibid.).”” In a
similar manner, Robert Dahl (1992) argues that certain democratic rights
and liberties are likely to be institutionalised before others and posits a
‘plausible sequence’. Accordingly, ‘the earliest political right to develop
is likely to be the right to alternative sources of information, independent
of government control: samizdat, journals of dissent and opposition, an
opposition press, and so on’ (ibid., 246). Upon completion of this phase,
society may allow a general freedom of expression, protected by courts
and other institutions and ‘governments and oppositions may even be-
come habituated to the notion that so long as people do not actually
organize into parties or other explicitly political organisations, they may
express themselves almost without limit’ (ibid., 246). A most important
step is reached when activists can openly organise themselves in informal
organisations and political parties with the aim of participating and win-
ning the elections. The final step is that of free and fair elections, accom-
panied by a full range of democratic institutions. To Dahl, free and fair
elections are the culmination of a process, not its beginning. This is a
very pertinent observation as the confusion between the terms ‘democ-
racy’ and ‘freedom’ often leads many to argue for the immediate holding
of free and fair elections in countries that simply do not have the right
preconditions for this event. Hence, when certain preconditions do not
exist, democracy may not have the sound foundation that it needs and
its sustenance may prove to be difficult.

The second issue identified above relates to the ability of democracies,
in comparison to non-democracies, to further the enjoyment of initially
granted freedoms into more substantial ones. In consolidated and subse-
quently stable democracies with a well-developed political culture, ‘the
range of rights and liberties available to citizens ... goes well beyond
what is strictly required for the existence of democracy itself’ (Dahl 1992,
236). While this may often be the case, democracy and freedom do not
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enjoy a directly proportional relationship and maximising both is a
challenge for many societies. As Przeworski et al. (2000, 34) aptly argue,
‘Whereas democracy is a system of political rights — these are definitional
— it is not a system that necessarily furnishes the conditions for effective
exercise of these rights’. In this context it is useful to distinguish between
negative and positive rights and freedoms following the influential con-
tribution to the discourse of freedom by Sir Isaiah Berlin.

The negative view looks at freedom to be the absence of interference
by other human beings on individual actions. This is a manner in which
freedom has been mainly understood in the Anglo-American ‘liberal’ tra-
dition, with proponents ranging from Thomas Hobbes and J. S. Mill to
contemporary philosophers like John Rawls and Robert Nozick. Nega-
tive freedom entails the independence an individual has from interfer-
ence in his/her activity not just by other persons but also by institutions
or government." Thus freedom, in this view is ‘simply the area within
which a man can act unobstructed by others’ (Berlin 1969, 122). Further,
it ‘is not incompatible with some kinds of autocracy ... Freedom in this
sense is not, at any rate logically, connected with democracy or self-gov-
ernment’ (ibid., 129-30). If this observation is strictly interpreted, negative
freedom is not primarily political since it does not require any particular
political system or a specific type of society. The strengths of this negative
or ‘freedom from’ view can be identified with its concern for the protec-
tion of individuals from the forces of government and society. Liberal or
negative freedom aims to seek out those forces that constrain individuals
and in doing so it describes society as one in which other people, and
social and political institutions, pose constant sources of threat.

The positive view of freedom, argued forcefully in a tradition ranging
from Rousseau to Marx and Marcuse, sees freedom in terms of the pres-
ence of various possibilities and opportunities that enable an individual
capable to do or be something.”” Positive freedom is the ‘freedom which
consists in being one’s own master’ or of being an ‘instrument of my
own, not of other men’s, acts of will’ (Berlin 1969, 131). Berlin believes that
this conception of positive freedom is synonymous with knowing what
is rationally or ideally necessary or best to do. This idea is then connected
with that of a rational ‘higher self’, which has the task of controlling and
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disciplining the lower or irrational self or the ‘passions’. This higher or

‘real’ self is then associated with ‘something wider than the individual ...
as a “social whole” of which the individual is an element or aspect’. This

entity is then identified as being the ‘true’self which, by imposing its col-
lective, or ‘organic’, single will upon its recalcitrant ‘members’, achieves

its own, and therefore their ‘higher’ freedom (ibid., 132).

DEVELOPMENT AND DEMOCRACY

While the negative-positive distinction of freedom has come in for sub-
stantial critical analyses," it is particularly relevant in terms of the actual

exercise and purpose of civil and political rights and freedoms, especially
with regard to issues of development and basic human rights. Amartya
Sen has argued that by providing incentives and information, political

rights contribute towards the solution of economic deprivation (Sen

1999; Sen 2000). He emphasizes the importance of the ‘force of economic

needs’ on the one hand while recognising the ‘salience of political rights’
on the other (Sen 1994, 32). Building on the concepts of ‘negative’ and

‘positive’ freedom, the core of Sen’s argument is that the relationship be-
tween political rights and economic needs is an important instrumental

one; namely, by providing incentives and information, political rights

contribute towards the solution of economic deprivation. He writes:

When we move from the direct importance of political freedom to its
instrumental role, we have to consider the political incentives that oper-
ate on governments and on the persons and groups that are in office. The
rulers have the incentive to listen to what people want if they have to face
their criticism and seek their support in elections. (Sen 2000, 152)

Democratic political rights also play a constitutive role since the un-
derstanding of economic need in a society depends on ‘open public de-
bates and discussions, and the guaranteeing of those debates and those
discussions require an insistence on political rights’ (Sen 1994, 32). Thus
political rights in democracies are important not only for the fulfilment
of needs, they are crucial also for the formulation of needs. The case of
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the right to food is illustrative in this context. Food constitutes both a
basic right and a basic need for all individuals. Without food the right
to life for humans loses its meaning as human living is dependent on
the ability to access and consume food on a daily basis. In this sense,
the right to food can be said to form the basis of all society and be con-
stitutive of the most fundamental of all human rights, the right to life.
Unless the right to food is first fulfilled, the protection of other human
rights becomes a mockery for those who must spend all their energy
merely to maintain life itself." Negative freedom, advocating absence
of interference from others, may be of little value if positive freedoms
are not guaranteed such that individuals can make use of their personal
capacities and resources to gain a right to food. In this connection, Sen
argues, ‘If a person is not free from hunger and lacks the means and
the practical opportunities to feed himself or herself adequately, then
that person’s positive freedom must be seen as having been thoroughly
compromised’ (Sen 1987a, 3). This can take place while ‘his or her nega-
tive freedom may be completed unviolated, if this failure to acquire
enough food is not a result of his or her having been stopped by in-
terference from others’ (ibid.). Thus, Sen concludes that the freedom
to live long — ‘particularly valued since our ability to do other things
is, obviously, conditional on our being here’ — is an important positive
freedom. Further, the achievement of longevity and the measurement
of life expectancy are important indicators of a ‘foundational positive
freedom’ (ibid., 9). Once the freedom to live long is established, one
is better able to recognise several other important positive freedoms
like freedom from hunger and undernutrition, freedom from escapable
morbidity, freedom from illiteracy, etc.

Sen is obviously correct in highlighting the importance of free pub-
lic deliberation in a democracy, which provides a better foundation for
combating economic need. However, he assumes that democratic insti-
tutions by themselves will guarantee public deliberation and an effec-
tive response against poverty and deprivation. In contrast, I argue that
this is not necessarily the case, particularly in many developing societies
where democracy remains an ‘unfinished project’. This applies even to
the world’s largest democracy, India. In such societies, civil and politi-
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cal rights do not necessarily promote economic and social rights and
freedoms. Thus instead of merely being concerned with the ideal role
of democracy, it is important to address a second-order question which
relates to the nature and extent to which civil and political rights and
freedoms actually play an instrumental role.” In other words, a formal-
istic electoral democracy provides necessary but not sufficient conditions
for promoting economic and social rights and freedoms. While many
interpretations of freedom see it as a precondition for action — I am free
even though I may not make use of my freedom — the central argument
here is that what matters most is to act freely. It is, therefore, important
to study both the extent of freedoms guaranteed in a democracy and
the ‘enabling conditions, institutional as well as social’ (Przeworski et al.
2000, 34) that allow individuals to act freely in the political sphere. Such
freedoms may, however, vary considerably from situation to situation.
Nonetheless, by studying such enabling conditions with regard to both
individuals and institutions, it may be possible to explain state capacity
to combat acute and endemic deprivation even when the formal mecha-
nisms of an electoral democracy are in place.

There is also a need to recognise that by failing to protect economic
and social rights, a democratic system can be undermined and damaged.
Beetham (1999, 102) argues that this can occur in three main ways. First,
the citizenship status of ‘those whose rights are unprotected and their
capacity to exercise their civil and political rights along with others’ is
undermined, such that social exclusion leads to political exclusion. Sec-
ond, ‘it diminishes the quality of public life for all, through the loss of
security to property and person, and the correspondingly intensified
organization of repression’ Third, the legitimacy of democratic institu-
tions may be eroded, the extent of such erosion depending on the extent
of denial of economic and social rights. In sum, without the protection
of economic and social rights and freedoms, our capacity to exercise
civil and political freedoms as free citizens may be undermined. For ex-
ample, without the fulfilment of our basic needs to food, safe drinking
water, shelter, health care, education, etc., we may not be totally free to
exercise our political franchise. It is nonetheless difficult to argue that
the protection of economic and social rights is a necessary condition
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for the survival of democracy. In the light of the experience of countries
like India, Sri Lanka and Botswana which continue to be stable electoral
democracies — but where a large majority of their citizens live in poverty
— it appears that formal democratic institutions may be undermined and
yet survive despite the low level of protection of economic and social
freedoms. Such cases strengthen the need to go beyond the intrinsic
value of democracy to its actual instrumental use.

The crux of the argument here is that the promotion of ‘substantial
freedom’ with democratic consolidation requires guarantees for both
negative freedom in the form of absence of external interference in per-
sonal life, and positive freedom in the form of opportunities generated
by the state to provide better conditions for citizens to enjoy their free-
dom. As Beetham (1999, 96-97) puts it, legally established rights will be
largely formalistic if the means necessary to exercise them are beyond
people’s reach ... What value is the freedom of expression to me if I lack
the means to communicate with other citizens?” Thus it is important
to be aware of and highlight the features of democracy that safeguard
negative rights and freedoms (e.g. freedom from arbitrary arrest of an
individual) while failing to protect the positive rights and freedoms to
be free from starvation, to lead a long and healthy life, to be educated, etc.

At this juncture, it must be noted that the functioning of democratic
institutions and the enjoyment of individual freedoms vary considerably
from country to country and also, a fact sometimes overlooked, within
a country itself. It is thus possible for a regime to maintain a minimum
threshold of democracy and not be overly concerned with the guarantee
and protection of positive rights and freedoms. Hence, the maintenance
of democracy may simply be accompanied by the formal guarantee of
certain freedoms, not their further promotion. As Bova (1997, 125) cor-
rectly argues, ‘democratisation does not by itself guarantee full respect
for human rights, and in extreme cases, democratic elections can produce
outcomes that are illiberal’. Even worse, democracy may also crush free-
dom. A good example of this is the case of Blacks in southern American
states who enjoyed many rights before the introduction of democracy
after the American civil war. In the reconstruction era that followed the
civil war, Blacks lost many of these rights even though democratically
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elected governments were placed in power (Sowell 1997, 52). One could,
of course, argue whether this was really a democracy since Blacks did not
have the right to vote but the point here is that the mere achievement
of a threshold of democracy does not necessarily imply that freedoms
will be automatically protected and furthered. Even in democracies that
guarantee substantial freedoms, these may fall well short of original in-
tentions and what is actually feasible given political will.

Variations in the level of practiced democracy are also present within
a country. For instance, the practice of national level politics may be very
different from the way democracy is perceived and practiced at local
(e.g. village/district) levels. Just as there is no guarantee for substantial
freedoms being allowed in democracies, there is similarly no clear re-
lationship between ‘the strength of democracy at the national political
level and that of institutions of accountability at the local level’ (Bard-
han 1999). For instance, India is regarded as the world’s largest democ-
racy. Indeed, the formal trappings of democracy are readily observable
throughout the country primarily in the form of periodic elections and
government based on a principle of separation of powers. However, the
‘formalness’ of democracy is strongest in the national and State capitals
— the seats of legislative, executive and judicial power. In rural districts,
particularly remote and inaccessible areas, even the formal (minimal)
requirements of democracy are often not met. Hence, what constitutes
free and fair electoral practice may be widely divergent between the
Centre and the periphery, which also has a major impact on the types of
freedoms enjoyed by individuals and groups.

Finally, we need to distinguish between ‘governance’ and democracy.
Indeed, governance — a term dealing with how political power is exer-
cised and how such power can be checked — has become one of the most
popular buzzwords in the development vocabulary. And it is common
to use governance together with a combination of the following adjec-
tives: ‘effective’, ‘efficient’, ‘transparent), ‘accountable’ (El-Mikawy and Oia
2009, 1). Democracy is, by contrast, seen to deal with the attainment of
power that in turn is up for grabs based on a system of predictable in-
tervals. And the corresponding adjectives for democracy include ‘liberal’,
‘electoral’, ‘representative’ and ‘deliberative’ (ibid.).
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One of the interesting research questions related to democracy and
development includes identifying a set of key determinants of lasting
democracy. While some argue that demographic, economic and socio-
logical variables explain the increase in the number of democracies in
the world, others find that the decisive factors include the colonial expe-
rience, island status and Muslim heritage. Thus it is claimed that British
rule in many parts of the world — particularly in Asia and the Caribbean
— introduced local populations to electoral, legislative and judicial institu-
tions (in particular rule of law) and hence such colonialism exercised a
substantial amount of institutional influence that helped many former
colonies to sustain these institutions upon independence (Weiner 1987;
Clague et al. 2001). And even in Sub-Saharan Africa, where the evidence
of lasting democracies is limited, the few countries that have been suc-
cessful in maintaining democratic governments — such as Botswana and
South Africa — have had a British connection (ibid., 37). Similarly, it is
claimed that small states and island states are highly correlated with
lasting democracy due to relatively homogenous societies and that the
share of the population professing Islam is negatively correlated since a
general lack of public discourse discourages collective actions to reduce
poverty and promote overall development (Kuran 1997)." How, then, can
we summarize the historical experience so far?

BRIEF HISTORY'~

In the 1950s, several developing countries began experimenting with
democratic rule. However, there were early failures due to factors like
low per capita income, small middle-class groups, weak political parties
and influential traditional elites who were not keen on state attempts
to radically tackle inequality. Without stable political institutions, elites
in these countries felt threatened by revolutionary activity and populist
upsurge and, particularly in Latin America, allied with the military or
external forces to re-establish elite-friendly authoritarian regimes. In the
1960s and 1970s, there was increased pessimism regarding the ability of
democracy to promote economic development. There was increasingly
a belief that authoritarianism provided a bulwark against disorder, and
stable authoritarian regimes began enjoying a certain level of legitimacy.
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A good example was the case of Nigeria, where the legitimacy of the
military regime was expressed in terms of the military being an antidote
to disorder. In other cases, regime legitimacy was established as being
performance-based. For instance, the Brazilian military regime empha-
sised their intention and ability to maintain social order and promote
economic development. The oil crisis in the 1970s, however, undermined
the economic performance and growth efforts of most authoritarian
regimes. In addition, other related factors were rampant corruption and
the inability of military regimes to maintain social disorder.

The 1980s and the 1990s were decades when the transition from au-
thoritarianism to democracy started once again. This followed the end
of the Cold War and the early 1990s, in particular, was characterised by
a wave of optimism on the prospect of mass conversions to democracy
in the developing world. Indeed, Brazil’s success in experimenting with
democracy and economic growth and welfare started a bandwagon effect
and many countries were inspired by these developments. In particular,
Africa in the 1990s experienced a ‘second liberation’and several countries
in Sub-Saharan Africa legalised opposition parties and held competitive,
multiparty elections. It is, of course, another matter that such elections
have seldom met the minimal criteria of freeness and fairness.

THE CASE AGAINST DEMOCRACY

Starting in the late 1950s and continuing in the 1960s, several arguments,
demonstrating a trade-off between democracy and development, were
forwarded (Galenson 1959; de Schweinitz 1959; Huntington 1968). Ac-
cording to Przeworski and Limongi (1993), the two main arguments
against democracy have traditionally related to the inability of democ-
racies to promote investment and the argument that a democratically
elected government is not insulated from particularistic pressures. Thus
it was argued that democracy undermines investment as individuals with
livelihoods near subsistence levels cannot afford to make intertemporal
trade-offs. Rather, they have a need to fulfil their consumption needs
immediately, which in turn affects economic growth. Under democracy,
such pressures towards immediate consumption is encouraged, as for
instance when labourers organise into unions and are able to secure
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higher wages which in turn reduces profits and consequently investment.
Similarly, when political parties contest for votes in a democracy, citizens
are in a position to demand expensive social services, which in turn
diverts resources from productive economic investment (ibid., 54-57).
Many economists during this era emphasised the importance of raising
the rate of savings and investments, and Jagdish Bhagwati (1966, 204),
one of the world’s leading trade economists, argued in the mid-1960s that
democracies were faced with a ‘cruel choice’ between rapid economic
growth and democratic processes."

In more recent times, a similar argument focusing on so-called ‘Asian
values’ has often been espoused by some leaders — like the former Prime
Minister of Malaysia, Mahathir Mohamad and the former Prime Minister
of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew — to justify the benefits of authoritarianism
in promoting economic growth. The advocates of Asian values are less
supportive of freedom and more concerned with order, discipline and
economic development. They claim that human rights in the areas of
political and civil liberties are less relevant and less appropriate in Asia
than in the West. Rather, they point to a specific set of values shared by
people of many different nationalities and ethnicities living in East Asia
and Southeast Asia. Such values emphasise the following: a focus on the
community rather than the individual; the privileging of order and har-
mony over personal freedom; the refusal to compartmentalise religion
away from other spheres of life; a particular emphasis on saving and
thriftiness, an insistence on hard work; a respect for political leadership;
a belief that government and business need not necessarily be natural
adversaries; emphasis on family loyalty."”

Others argue that democracy does not insulate the state from par-
ticularistic pressures. In order to best promote economic growth, state
autonomy is essential. In democracies, interest groups compete for rents
and continuously lobby and pressure the state in the hope of gaining
benefits. However, the resulting situation is not conducive to economic
growth and development as the state is forced to undertake suboptimal
decisions (each interest group lobbying in contradictory directions) and
public policy loses internal coherence (Becker 1983). Given this scenario,
the state must be protected from diverging political pressures in order
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to be able to function in a universalistic manner. As Haggard (1990, 262)
puts it, ‘Institutions can overcome these collective-action dilemmas by
restraining the self-interested behaviour of groups through sanctions;
collective-action problems can be resolved by command:*® He goes on to
associate state autonomy with authoritarianism and argues that authori-
tarian regimes responsible for the East Asian miracles (e.g. high levels
of economic development in South Korea, Singapore and Taiwan) have
traditionally given political elites autonomy from distributive pressures.
This enabled the state to extract resources, provide public goods, and im-
pose the short-term costs associated with efficient economic adjustment.
While an abundance of natural resources was considered beneficial for
development until a few decades ago, there is now a growing number
of studies that suggest that rather than being a blessing, the abundance
of specific types of natural resources makes it more likely for a country
to experience low levels of economic growth, development, weakened
democracy and even civil war (popularly known as the ‘resource curse’
hypothesis) (Rosser 2006). While the evidence provided by those support-
ing the resource curses argument has been criticised on the grounds that
defining what constitutes ‘natural resources’is problematic and that the
methodology applied is fuzzy (Stevens 2003), a particularly interesting
question in this context relates to whether the abundance of oil hinders
the growth and fostering of democracy. Indeed, it is sometimes argued
that the failure of high-income states in the Middle East to become dem-
ocratic is precisely due to the fact that oil and democracy do not mix very
well. Resources from oil can support and strengthen authoritarianism
by allowing governments to combat pressures for transparency and ac-
countability by pursuing a policy of low taxation and high spending (the
‘rentier effect’), and by strengthening their security personnel to tackle
protests and other challenges to their authority (the ‘repression effect’).
Moreover, the failure of large groups of people to find employment in
industrial and service sector jobs makes it less likely that they will cam-
paign for democracy (the ‘modernization effect’) (ibid., 356-357). And
Ross (2001, 356) concludes that oil does indeed hurt the chances of de-
mocratisation but that such damage is greater in poor countries — not just
in the Middle East but also in Indonesia, Malaysia, Mexico and Nigeria.
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The Venezuelan case is particularly interesting in this context. For the
past decade or so, generous revenues from the country’s vast oil resources
have helped President Hugo Chdvez fund many ambitious social welfare
programmes (including forced land redistribution aimed at utilising idle
land and making the country less dependent on food imports), keep
domestic prices of fuel extremely low and create an atmosphere where
ordinary Venezuelans, even during the latest financial crisis, have largely
felt that they were on the path of economic success. But this has come
at the price of political freedoms, and now that Chdvez is set to rule for
many years to come, without presidential term limits, there has been a
steadily growing trend of repression of dissent (involving ordinary citi-
zens, opposition politicians and the media), forced takeover of private
companies and the centralisation of power in the hands of the President.
Most analysts agree that such developments have severely endangered the
prospects of democracy in Venezuela.

Finally, there are several countries that appear to do relatively well in
terms of economic growth and political stability indicators despite not be-
ing democracies. Apart from the Middle East, the cases of Libya and Thai-
land appear relevant here. And one can argue that attempts at introducing
ballot boxes in these countries have not really paid rich dividends. Indeed,
in many cases, leaders in the Middle East (e.g. Syria, Egypt, Bahrain) have
simply used voting as a tool to legitimise their continued hold on power.
Similarly, the enormous support (particularly in rural areas of the coun-
try) for the democratically elected former Prime Minister of Thailand,
Thaksin Shinawatra, did not prevent him from being overthrown and
sent to exile in 2006 on charges of corruption and treason. Despite the fact
that the military junta was replaced by a civilian government (without
much popular support), democratic freedoms are under constant threat.
The economy, however, appears unaffected and the impression given is
that despite the political turmoil, the economic course that Thailand has
embarked upon has not changed dramatically in the past few years.

THE CASE FOR DEMOCRACY
According to classical liberal ideas, political competition has a positive
effect on state policymaking. Consequently, competition among political
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parties and interest groups in a democracy provide a sound foundation
for efficiency in macroeconomic performance (Gasiorowski 2000). In
authoritarian regimes, government officials are ‘predators’ and use the
government machinery for ‘rent-seeking’ purposes, i.e. they use repres-
sion to extract as much revenue as possible from society (Fatton 1992).
Although several studies in the 1990s agreed with the view that state au-
tonomy is crucial for the promotion of economic development, they con-
cluded that dictatorships actually created more inefficiency and thereby
did not promote state autonomy (North 1990; Findlay 1990). For example,
when farmers, industrialists and other producers know that they must
surrender a portion of their produce to such rent-seeking officials, they
may have little incentive to invest, and thereby promote, their ongo-
ing activities. Thus Olson (1993) argues that although investment levels
and economic growth rates vary considerably among non-democratic
regimes, they generally remain low.

Authoritarian regimes produce high inflation and slow economic
growth due to a combination of low investment rates, large fiscal defi-
cits, weak monetary policy, chronic trade deficits and inefficient state
bureaucracies. In contrast, democracy entails a system whereby ‘those
who govern are selected through contested elections’ (Przeworski et al.
2000, 15), and this factor limits predatory behaviour among government
officials. Political parties, interest organisations and an independent me-
dia ensure that representatives and representative institutions are held
accountable and special interests curbed. Further, democratic regimes
enjoy far greater legitimacy in national and international politics than
authoritarian regimes. This factor also makes democracies politically
more stable, allowing for the pursuit of effective macroeconomic policy
(Feng 1997).

In this connection, Amartya Sen claims that no democracy has ever
experienced a famine. Basing his analysis on an initial comparison be-
tween India and China, Sen argues that independent India has success-
fully prevented famines due to its democratic political structure. Indeed,
in spite of near-famine conditions in 1965-66, 1970—73, and during the
more recent droughts in the 1980s and the 1990s, the last major famine in
India (the Bengal Famine) occurred in 1943—44, preceding independence.
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In contrast, and as a direct consequence of the disastrous policies of the
‘Great Leap Forward’, China experienced a famine that lasted for three
years (1958-61) and resulted in the deaths of 25-30 million people (Dreze
and Sen 1989). According to Sen, the primary reason for India’s success at
preventing famine is effective ‘public action’ in Indian democracy (Sen
1987a; 1987b). He argues that by influencing government policy via politi-
cal activism, criticism and opposition, many societal actors contribute
towards eliminating famine. Opposition political parties, an active media
and interest organisations ensure that the government is provided with
‘early warning’ information of human distress, which in turn triggers
political authorities into taking preventive action. And if the government
fails to undertake an appropriate response, the very same actors ensure
that the ruling party is held accountable for its action or inaction.” Like
Sen, Bhagwati (1995) also advocates an instrumental justification for the
primacy of political rights. Writing on ‘the new thinking on develop-
ment), he is of the view that the genuine social needs of public health,
environmental protection and the elimination or relief of poverty ‘can-
not be met unless governments have the resources that only growth can
generate’ (ibid., 59). However, he adds that ‘the use of these resources
for such public needs will not automatically follow unless the political
system provides the means and incentives to turn those needs into effec-
tive demands’ (ibid.).

Finally, and in terms of cultural relativist positions like ‘Asian values’
which question democracy’s contribution to development, Sen (1999,
13-14) has forcefully argued that ‘It is very hard to find any real basis for
this intellectual claim in the history of Asian cultures, especially if we
look at the classical traditions of India, the Middle East, Iran, and other
parts of Asia’ In a separate article, he tears apart the entire hypothesis
by observing that ‘The authoritarian readings of Asian values that are
increasingly championed in some quarters do not survive scrutiny’ (Sen
1997). Indeed, by questioning the futility of generalizing a set of values
from the size and heterogeneity of countries in Asia, he argues that there
is little empirical evidence that Asian countries share the common fea-
ture of being sceptical of freedom and liberty, while emphasizing order
and discipline. Thus he writes:
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The so-called Asian values that are invoked to justify authoritarianism
are not especially Asian in any significant sense. Nor is it easy to see how
they could be made, by the mere force of rhetoric, into an Asian cause
against the West. The people whose rights are being disputed are Asians,
and, no matter what the West’s guilt may be (there are many skeletons in
many closets throughout the world), the rights of Asians can scarcely be
compromised on those grounds. The case for liberty and political rights
turns ultimately on their basic importance and on their instrumental role.
And this case is as strong in Asia as it is elsewhere. (Sen 1997)

Sen also notes that it is important to recognize diversity within culture
and it is of little analytical use to oversimplify and speak of “Western
civilization’,‘African culture’ or ‘Asian values’ Such ‘unfounded readings
of history and civilisation are not only intellectually shallow, they also
add to the divisiveness of the world in which we live’ (ibid).

In terms of economic growth, the general view is that since democra-
cies tend to prioritise social spending more than they emphasise invest-
ments, they often end up having trouble in attracting foreign capital and
controlling inflation. On the positive side of things, democracies appear
to place greater emphasis on human capital investments — education,
health, etc. Authoritarian regimes, in contrast appear to prioritise physi-
cal capital investments (e.g. factories and equipment) and South Korea,
Taiwan and Singapore are good examples in this context (Tavares and
Wacziarg 2001). However, even though the focus on human capital invest-
ments in democracies is undertaken at the expense of physical capital ac-
cumulation, some believe that the long term benefits will come from the
production of more diversified ideas, the free low of information that is
necessary in the advanced stages of the development process and the fact
that democracies do not generally support monopolistic organisations
and elite social groups who tend to dominate innovation and markets.**

DEMOCRACY AND THE FUTURE OF DEVELOPMENT
While democracy is said to provide increased voice and influence to the
poor than non-democratic systems, many democracies in developing

107

100298 Poverty and elusive developement BM 100101_v2.indd 107 @ 09.04.10 14.02



POVERTY AND ELUSIVE DEVELOPMENT

countries are constantly struggling to achieve high rates of economic
growth and reduce poverty. And the continued high rates of poverty in
Nigeria, India, Brazil or South Africa beg the question as to whether de-
mocracies can indeed turn things around. Why is the democratic record
at poverty reduction not better? And, how can democracies improve
their development record? An important criterion for pro-poor policy
success is the level and consistency of commitment practised by the
political elite in a country. Ruling elites in both democratic and non-
democratic governments can translate commitment, if it exists, into pub-
lic policy by convincing state actors, especially bureaucrats to vigorously
implement anti-poverty schemes. Varshney (1999) terms this the ability
to exert ‘pressure from above’ However, democratic systems have the
capability to enable elected representatives to adopt and change public
policy in very different ways from that of, for instance, authoritarian
regimes. The citizens of a democratic country — by way of political mo-
bilisation and by virtue of the power of their vote — have the ability to
influence government policy and hence exert ‘pressure from below”. This
mechanism, unlike the ‘pressure from above), is available only in demo-
cratic systems in a regular and periodic manner (ibid.). The pertinent
question at this stage is whether a democracy with a large majority of
its population below the poverty line can actually feel enough ‘pressure
from below”. If they don’t, why is that so? If they do, what causes the gap
between pressures from below and the actual outcomes? In the follow-
ing, I will discuss three sets of interrelated issues — elections and voting
patterns, choice of economic strategy and implementation of public
policy — that tend to limit the ability of democracies to pursue viable
pro-poor development policies. Hence, whether and the extent to which
democracy can play the saviour role that is often expected of it, appears
unclear.

ELECTIONS AND VOTING PATTERNS
Several Western countries and multilateral agencies have in recent
decades emphasised the crucial role that elections play in promoting
development and freedoms of various kinds. There is indeed general
agreement that elections can pave the way for the establishment of a
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political culture where civil and political rights on the one hand and so-
cial, economic and cultural rights on the other are respected, protected
and promoted. The success stories here have, however, not been many,
particularly in Africa with recent setbacks in Kenya, Nigeria, Congo and
Zimbabwe. The usual problems have been related to ineffective elec-
toral arrangements, electoral malpractices, but most importantly, rulers
not willing to relinquish power even when they lose the popular vote.
But there have been some exceptions, like President Mathieu Kérékou of
Benin who accepted defeat at the hands of his Prime Minister and left
office without resistance. Since then only a handful of African leaders
have followed suit; indeed one of the continent’s current ills is related
to presidents seeking to get re-elected for a third term in office, a fea-
ture prohibited by most African constitutions. Similar problems also
exist in Latin America, the most well-known being President Hugo
Chavez of Venezuela who celebrated ten years in office by winning a
referendum in February 2009 that will in effect allow him to retain
power for many years to come. Two recent events in Africa, however,
deserve special mention. The December 2008-January 2009 presidential
elections held in Ghana provide an example of how things can be if
everything runs according to plan. Although the incumbent president
Nana Akufo-Addo won the first round by a small margin of votes, the
ensuing run-off elections gave the opposition candidate John Atta Mills
a small majority. And despite a recount exercise, the opposition won
— its candidate having received 50.2 per cent of the vote — the small-
est margin of victory in Africa’s electoral history. The most impressive
aspect, however, was the willingness of the loser to concede defeat.”?
Another success story is that of Botswana, which since independence
in 1966 has regularly held multi-party elections, considered largely to
have been free and fair. The latest elections, held in October 2009, were
a routine affair and the country subsequently topped polls as Africa’s
best governed country. The achievement appears all the more surprising
given the enormous challenges the country faces in relation to combat-
ing the extremely high incidence of H1v/a1Ds and high levels of rural
poverty despite being blessed with an abundance of mineral resources,
including diamonds.
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Recent evidence, particularly from the Middle East, paints a disturb-
ing picture, however. Indeed, recent elections at various levels — from
national parliaments to local councils — held in 2007 in Egypt, Jordan,
Algeria, Syria, Morocco, Oman, Qatar and Saudi Arabia appear, accord-
ing to democracy advocates, to have largely benefited authoritarian rul-
ers who have used the event of organising an election to strengthen
their claims of legitimacy. Thus the presidential elections in Syria were
in reality a referendum involving one candidate while parliamentary
elections in Bahrain or municipal council elections in Saudi Arabia are
more about quenching public thirst for more accountable government,
despite the fact that these bodies are not accorded substantial powers.
Indeed, as one member of a municipal council in Saudi Arabia observed,
“There is a state of depression and lack of trust, or faith, among the Arab
masses in the regimes and little belief that these elections can lead to
change aspired to’** There is thus good reason to be concerned about
the perception that is being created in the general population regard-
ing the purpose of holding such elections. Similarly, the credibility of
Afghanistan’s recently re-elected president Hamid Karzai remains in se-
rious doubt after an expensive election in August-September 2009 was
largely believed to have been a heavily flawed process characterised by
electoral fraud and intimidation.

Consider another example, that of Congo, where in late 2006, an
historic election was held that cost an approximately half a billion us
dollars — among the most expensive in Africa ever. But three years later,
the country appears no better off than it was before the elections and
corruption, conflict and mismanagement are largely the order of the
day. Nigeria, the nation blessed with a vast oil wealth, but where the
large majority live in poverty, is another example in point. Despite some
improvements in overall development and in some reduction in the inci-
dence of corruption since the days of authoritarian rule, the experiment
with democracy in terms of development has been largely disappoint-
ing. And apart from rigging (where thugs routinely steal ballot boxes),
intimidation of political opponents and widespread corruption of politi-
cal institutions, the election process is neither transparent nor involves
the voter in a proper manner in the process of choosing representatives.
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Thus in the run up to the April 2007 elections, and fearing widespread
electoral abuse, a leading newspaper wrote the following in its editorial:
‘[the] election has brought Nigeria to the crossroads of an emergency ...
the options available to save the country from impending danger are
now very few indeed ... The usual, easy route is to advocate putting up
with the charade. Not rocking the boat ... But Nigeria today is beyond
such simplistic postulation’?

Thus, and writing on elections and reform in failing states, Chauvet
and Collier (2007, 16) conclude that ‘elections can be both too frequent
and too infrequent: there is an optimal frequency’ and that ‘a little de-
mocracy appears to be dysfunctional, whereas sufficient democratiza-
tion is superior to autocracy, at least in terms of reform momentum’.
Thus, while it is worthwhile to emphasise that periodic elections are
definitely better than a system where no elections are held, it is none-
theless more important to look into how such elections are conducted
in the first place and the manner in which such events can ‘exert both
greater pressure for accountability and confer greater legitimacy on the
winner’ (ibid.). And Robert Dahl’s point discussed earlier, regarding the
institutionalisation of certain rights before elections can be meaningful,
appears especially relevant in this context.

Related to the above is the fact that in a large majority of developing
countries, the actual participation of the poor, particularly women, does
not reflect their numbers in society. Many poor people are excluded
from, or do not participate actively in, the political process. Herein is an
interesting dilemma. A large majority of the population in developing
countries find it difficult to earn enough money for daily survival. It
seems logical that if these poor groups exercised their freedom to vote
in a unified and constructive manner, then they would enjoy substantial
influence over government policy. However, several studies have shown
that the poor do not vote according to their economic status. Indeed,
when the poor participate in the political process, their ‘class’ identities
(as poor people in general or more specifically as small farmers, land-
less, wage workers, tenants, recipients of food subsidies, etc.) often ex-
ist together with other conflicting identities (Moore and Putzel 1999;
Varshney 1999). These range from ethnic, linguistic and regional ties to
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individual patronage ties to specific political parties and their leaders.
This means that voting trends among the poor reveal a fragmented pic-
ture. India is a good example in this context. Apart from elections being
avery difficult and expensive exercise to undertake (the latest in 2009 was
divided into five phases, totalling four weeks, involving 6.5 million staft
and 838,804 polling stations), the electoral campaigns typically tend to
be characterised by personalities (e.g. film actors, soap opera stars, chil-
dren and spouses of erstwhile politicians), financial muscle (campaign
financing is not as well regulated as it ought to be) and intimidation of
opponents. And in recent years, the results of successive elections have
shown how political parties with a religious, language and regional focus
have triumphed at both national and state level elections, having divided
the votes of the poor.

Poverty in developing countries is especially acute in rural areas where
it is often difficult to sustain effective organisations that involve poor
people on a continuous basis. Communication and travel is difficult and
information is scarce. The poor, especially indigenous groups, who re-
side in remote and often inaccessible rural areas, have traditionally been
neglected by the ruling elites. Political parties are usually active in these
areas only in the period immediate to elections. Once the elections are
over, the promises of electrifying villages, building roads, improving the
education and health systems and putting into motion long-term eco-
nomic investments gradually fade away. Given the weak political voice
(lack of forceful articulation of their needs) that characterizes such poor
groups, the perpetuation of poverty continues. Sometimes the poor are
also prevented from voting for the leaders of their choice. Local coer-
cion may be exercised on the voter such that he is not in a position to
vote according to his true interests. Political parties in many developing
countries, for instance, India, have routinely made use of tactics of intimi-
dation to coerce the poor and vulnerable to vote for them (Banik 2007).
When influential local political leaders come to power, the tendency is to
undertake populist measures and distribute the benefits of development
among individuals and groups who voted for them. Those who refuse to
support these politicians risk being denied government benefits in the
immediate future.
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THE SAVIOUR

PUBLIC POLICY AND POLITICIANS AS ‘SAVIOURS’

A major obstacle to development efforts in poor countries, be they de-
mocracies or non-democracies, has been ineffective implementation of
anti-poverty schemes (Banik 2001). There has traditionally been an over-
whelming emphasis on ‘top-down’ approaches where experts, often far-
removed from the problems faced by the poor, attempt to define what
disadvantaged groups need. In contrast, there is far less emphasis on
‘bottom-up’ processes where the poor themselves are involved in articu-
lating their needs. Indeed, this predominance of the top-down approach
together with the lack of correspondence between programme goals and
implementation realities has rendered many anti-poverty schemes in
developing countries ineffective. For example, a study on the implemen-
tation of a health strategy in Guatemala documents several shortcomings
in the system. Some of the major challenges to successful implemen-
tation relates to lack of knowledge among policy formulators on the
problems facing local communities, lack of communication among im-
plementing officials, and lack of continuity in the top ranks of the health
services as personnel are cons