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INTRODUCTION

There is nothing basically wrong with the Nigerian character. There
is nothing wrong with the Nigerian land or climate or water or air or
anything else. The Nigerian problem is the unwillingness or inability
of its leaders to rise to the responsibility . . . of true leadership.

—Chinua Achebe, The Trouble with Nigeria, 1983.

Just after dark on August 1, 1999, two boys stole across the airport
tarmac in Conakry, the capital of Guinea on the West African
coast, and curled themselves up into the undercarriage of a Sabena
Airbus bound for Brussels. They knew their chances of surviving
were small. A young Senegalese had made a similar journey a year
before—to Paris—and arrived stiff but alive, apparently protected
by the heat of the nearby engines. But they were less fortunate. In
the loneliness of the lower stratosphere, they were either frozen by
the sub-zero temperatures or asphyxiated by the lack of oxygen.
Their bodies were found lifeless after landing. The hand of one of
the boys was still clutching a crumpled, handwritten message ad-
dressed to “Your Excellencies, the citizens and officials of Europe.”
It spoke of the “abuse of children’s rights”—particularly in Africa’s
public schools. “It is only in the private schools that people can
enjoy good teaching and learning, but it requires quite a lot of
money and our parents cannot afford it because they are
poor . . .. Therefore, we African children and youth are asking you
to set up an efficient organization to help with the development of
Africa . . ..If we are sacrificing ourselves and putting our lives in
jeopardy it is because we . . ..need your help.”!
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The sequel was almost as sad as the incident itself. Guinea’s
ambassador to the European Union was shown on French televi-
sion the next day sympathizing with the boys but trivializing their
appeal to the world: “What they were saying was ‘give us more
aid’, so we can prevent this from happening again.” Two days later,
the mayor of Conakry absolved his country’s government of any
responsibility in the matter. “This never would have happened if
[the airline] Sabena and the airport authorities had been able to
guarantee better security arrangements,” he said.

The people of Guinea understood the message better. When
the boys’ bodies were returned home, a large crowd was at the air-
port to greet them, grieving and angry. One man moaned to
French reporters, “These boys spoke for all of us.” His disgust with
his country’s government was obvious.

The real tragedy was that this did not have to happen. In a
sense, the mayor was right; but it was better schools, not better se-
curity, which could have prevented it.?

This incident was minor compared with the millions of
Africans who die unnecessarily every year—just from AIDS and
warfare. But to people still hoping for a glimpse of progress on the
continent, the death of these two boys was like a dagger in the
heart. It infuriated anyone who knew how much money and effort
were already being spent to ensure some basic education for
young Africans. And it forced close observers of Africa to ask
themselves, once again, what was fundamentally wrong with the
continent.

Since 1975, Africa has been receding to the margins of world
affairs. That may be about to change. As international terrorists
search for alternative safe havens, as new diseases like SARS and
avian flu spread beyond their countries of origin, and as mass
human migration begins to rival nuclear proliferation as the domi-
nant challenge of the early twenty-first century, there will be rising
interest in the West in containing the international ripple effects
of failed states. Most of those states are in Africa.

Strategic considerations apart, Africa’s immense human suffering
continues to gnaw at the world’s conscience. Yet the scale and origins
of those horrors are barely known. Every twelve hours, the same
number of people killed at the World Trade Center on September
11, 2001 (3,000) perish from AIDS on the continent. In a single
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year, 150,000 African mothers—half the number of people drowned
or crushed in the 2004 Asian tsunami—die, just giving birth.

Some would argue that Africa’s problems have been brewing
for centuries. But, since 1975, they have grown more intense.
Most Africans and sympathetic Westerners believe these problems
are the legacy of history and foreign intrusions. Yet Africa has
been making its own history since Independence and has been
largely free of foreign domination since the end of the Cold War.
Some blame globalization for making Africa poor. In fact, most
countries on the continent have had only slight connections with
the world economy, and these have grown even weaker. Instead of
becoming entangled in the “treadmill” of international trade,
Africa has fallen steadily behind, caught in a spiral of pride, anger,
poverty, and self-pity.

Africa” has fascinated Westerners for a very long time. A sev-
enteenth-century English writer exclaimed: “We carry within us
the wonders we seek without us: There is all Africa and her prodi-
gies in us.”? More recently, Africa has depressed not only onlook-
ers but Africans, too, many of whom have fled the continent to
seek their fortunes or personal security in more rational environ-
ments. Yet Africa remains rich in talent, resources, and tradition.
Much of its wisdom is oral, captured in aphorisms that speak vol-
umes in a few words. A West African proverb warns that “One can
only speak about the burden one is carrying.” Another reminds us:
“The stranger has big eyes, but he doesn’t see.”

Foreigners, including long-time lovers of Africa, need to be
careful, even humble, when describing the diverse cultures and
countries that make it up. Some would suggest that, except as a ge-
ographical term, “Africa” does not exist. In one writer’s words:
“The continent is too large to describe. It is a veritable ocean, a
separate planet, a varied, immensely rich cosmos.” According to
another observer: “You could drop the continental United States
into Africa four times and the edges would scarcely touch. And of
course it is infinitely more complex than the United States, less

*  Throughout this book, “Africa” will mean the 48 countries in or below the Sahara desert. While
the five North African states (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt) are geographically and
sometimes sentimentally linked with the rest of the continent, their histories and cultural traditions
are profoundly different.
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homogeneous, spectacularly more varied within itself, and more
volatile.”

Unfortunately, Africa has exposed itself to generalization
through its own spectacular failures. The very diversity of Africa
makes the “African problem” more striking. It is the only region of
the world where savage wars break out on a regular basis. It is the
only continent that has grown steadily poorer over the last thirty
years. And it is the only part of the globe where population growth
has been out of control, making the general situation worse. It is
no accident that two thirds of the world’s AIDS cases are in
Africa. African governments have largely ignored the problem.
Even that great exception to African disorder, South Africa, has a
president who insists he has never known anyone who died of the
disease. Two other states that escaped economic and political ca-
tastrophe are considered by other African countries to be “un-
African,” rather than models to follow. Botswana, it is argued, is
small and rich in minerals, while Mauritius has its Chinese and In-
dian minorities. So, taking Africans at their word, what does the
rest of the continent have in common?

In most modern maps, Africa is at the very center of the world,
with Western Europe bestriding it like a minor appendage or after-
thought. A 1526 map of the world, prepared by the Florentine car-
tographer Giovanni Vespucci (nephew of Amerigo Vespucci),
contains more detailed and accurate information about Africa
than Latin America and Asia.® But in recent years, in a geo-politi-
cal version of Continental Drift, Africa has fallen almost com-
pletely off the map.

With only ten percent of the world’s population, one percent
of international trade, barely enough diplomatic influence to
match its small economic role, and modest military forces trained
only on itself, Africa has become an oddity, a puzzle, and, of
course, a thorn in the sides of Western immigration officials. Be-
yond church, aid, and tourism circles, the continent is mentioned
only in connection with the international HIV/AIDS epidemic.
Africa still attracts adventurers, anthropologists, zoologists, mis-
sionaries, idealists, and some romantics rather than the down-to-
earth people who make the rest of the world run.

But few international newspapers still have correspondents in
Africa. Except for South Africa, the continent is generally absent
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from economic and financial news and hardly appears even in brief
digests of world events. If not for their colorful national dress at in-
ternational conferences, Africans would scarcely be noticed on
the world stage. Outside the oil and gas sector, most business peo-
ple on the continent are monopolists, marathoners, or buccaneers.
Serious investors have shunned the place for decades; stockbrokers
do not think about Africa even in their sleep. In contrast, China
attracts more private investment in a single year than Africa does
in a decade.

Even more significantly, Africans themselves have been moving
away in droves. At least 70,000 skilled graduates—the very people
who could be leading an African Renaissance—abandon the conti-
nent every year. Until these gifted and enterprising people can be
attracted to return, most of the world’s peace-keeping efforts on the
continent, and certainly most of its aid, will have little effect.

Why have I written this book? Several books have appeared on
the subject of Africa recently and just as many on foreign aid. But
this is probably the first book to tell the inside story of African de-
velopment over the last thirty years through the eyes of a senior
international official. Most aid professionals of my generation are
still working as staff or consultants, and are not at liberty to ex-
press their views. [ took early retirement from the World Bank to
look after my aging parents, and even then I have had to wait two
years to write about my experience under Bank rules that prevent
former staff from publishing articles or books without its prior ap-
proval. As someone who has had a special—perhaps unique—van-
tage point on the subject, I feel obliged to share my experience,
hoping it will serve the continent. I continue to care deeply about
Africa and believe that it can reconnect with the rest of the
human family with its head held high, if it shrugs off its illusions
and gives full vent to its talent and resources.

My exposure to Africa has been varied. I first set foot on the
continent in 1975 and have worked and traveled there exten-
sively ever since. I lived in the two countries that sparked the
greatest hope for Africa—Tanzania in the 1970s and the Ivory
Coast in the 1990s. Most of my career was at the World Bank, the
largest foreign aid agency on earth; I also worked for a national
aid body (the Canadian International Development Agency) and
an international institution in Paris (the Organization for
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Economic Cooperation and Development), which coordinates
the aid practices of wealthy countries. During three eventful years
(1997-2000) as the World Bank’s spokesperson for Africa, I con-
tended daily with the anxieties, frustrations, and hopes of African
business groups, journalists, students, women’s organizations,
human rights activists, and environmentalists, all eager to make a
difference but wondering, as the new millennium dawned, why
their tenth of humanity was being left behind. At the start of the
new century, I was deeply involved in defending and supervising
one of the most controversial aid projects in Africa: the Chad-
Cameroon Qil Pipeline. And [ am one of only a few international
officials who regularly addressed large audiences in Africa and
tried to answer their tough and often touching questions.

Another motive for writing this book is the renewed interest of
the leading industrial countries in helping Africa. In July 2005,
UK Prime Minister Tony Blair made Africa and global warming
the overriding themes of the G-8 meeting in Gleneagles, Scot-
land. I hope this book can serve as a truly independent contribu-
tion to the debate provoked by those discussions.

This is a personal essay, drawing on contacts and conversations
with literally thousands of Africans over the course of my career,
ranging from small farmers to heads of state, with wide ideological
and cultural differences. Some of the arguments in this book have
been made by others,’ but they will be supported by more recent
evidence | have obtained as a senior aid official rather than as a
journalist or scholar.

This book will also suggest some practical solutions. It is writ-
ten with the love and loyalty that Africans expect of their broth-
ers, but also impatience with the political correctness that has
kept Africa in confusion and turmoil. While I have expressed my
own views, much of what I have written will probably reflect the
opinions of many others who have worked in Africa.

[ believe it is now time to move beyond the hand-wringing and
politeness that dominate most discussions of Africa, and to suggest
concrete steps that Africans and the world can take to liberate tal-
ent and enterprise on the continent. This will involve sharing
some unpleasant truths.

This book will be controversial in some circles. To begin with,
it violates the cardinal rule among friends of the continent: “Thou
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shalt not say blunt things about Africa outside Africa.” That this
book is written by a non-African will also attract special attention.
At best, I will be accused of being a “stranger with big eyes”; at
worst, I will be charged with being part of that “neo-racist, anti-
black intellectual current which is raging through the interna-
tional media thanks to pretended specialists on Africa.”®

Most people reading Western newspapers or watching TV will
not be aware that Africa has steadily lost markets by its own mis-
management; that most countries—including supposedly “capital-
ist” ones like the Ivory Coast—have been anti-business; that
African family loyalty and fatalism have been more destructive
than tribalism; that African leaders and intellectuals play inten-
tionally on Western guilt; that even Africa’s “new” leaders are in-
different to public opinion and key issues like AIDS; and that, in
recent decades, Africans have probably been more cruel to each
other than anyone else has been. Nor is it generally known that,
far from ignoring Africa, the world has made special efforts to help
the continent, including writing off its debt continuously over
thirty years.

Inevitably, in this book, there will be many references to the
World Bank. Although I enjoyed working there immensely, it is
not my purpose to praise or defend the institution. Nor do I wish
to add to the criticism it continues to attract. But I do hope to
shed fresh light on the controversies that surrounded the Bank’s
role in Africa in the 1980s and 1990s, as unfortunately that misun-
derstanding still affects current events.

This book will argue that Africa is now responsible for most of
its own problems and that outsiders can help only if they are more
direct and demanding in their relations with the continent. Forty
years of foreign aid have established one unsurprising fact. Around
the world, successful countries are those that have chosen the
right policies for their own reasons and seen foreign aid as a com-
plement to their own efforts rather than as a bribe for undertaking
difficult reforms.

Most African politicians and intellectuals suggest that their prob-
lems have deep historical or foreign roots—in the slave trade, colo-
nialism, the Cold War, high debt, and the behavior of international
organizations. The first part of this book examines those factors skep-
tically and shows just how damaging home-grown dictatorships have
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been, drawing not on the nightmares of Liberia, Sierra Leone,
Rwanda, and Somalia, but on less well-known countries.

The focus then shifts to African culture and values, and how
these have been perverted to condone oppression on the continent.
Part of that oppression—the so-called petty corruption that
Africans face everyday—is so widespread that few people have the
power or incentive to fight it. Western donors do not really fight it
either, because they want to “sit at the table” with African govern-
ments and meet international aid targets, rather than asphyxiate po-
litical and administrative malpractice.

The second part of the book contains first-hand accounts of con-
ditions in a series of countries. For a long time, two of them, Tanzania
and the Ivory Coast, stood out from the general gloom. Five other
countries that are relatively unknown in the English-speaking world
(Chad, Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Gabon, and Equa-
torial Guinea) are members of a would-be economic “community”
with very little in common. Their disputes illustrate just how little
economics has mattered to most African politicians.

The book then examines some of the obstacles governments
have placed in the way of individual initiative, as well as the
West’s difficulties in trying to help Africa. That section also offers
some good news: that people-to-people aid and humanitarian as-
sistance are much more effective in communicating values and
shoring up African morale than official assistance. The story of the
Chad-Cameroon Oil Pipeline points to a more intrusive way of in-
vesting in Africa’s future, but is followed by examples of just how
far apart the world and Africa’s leaders are in assessing problems,
let alone agreeing on the right solutions.

Is the outlook thus hopeless? I believe not. The final section of
the book suggests ten ways of changing Africa and offers encourag-
ing signs that Africans are beginning to take their future into their
own hands.

Those who know Africa well may want to go directly to Chap-
ter 12 before reading the rest of the book. There, I suggest that
promoting more open political systems and a free press is more im-
portant than financial assistance. Few Africans share in the mone-
tary manna they hear about on the radio, and many are
discouraged from opposing bad governments when they see them
propped up by generous Westerners.



INTRODUCTION <o << 9

With respect to aid, I propose an entirely new approach—fo-
cusing at first on just five countries (Uganda, Tanzania, Mozam-
bique, Ghana, and Mali). These governments deserve much more
than they are receiving at the moment, with fewer strings at-
tached. I also propose that other African countries be helped only
if they are kept under political and economic supervision.

Although I worked for more than twenty years at the World
Bank, a bulwark of free trade and open markets, like most people
there I do not believe in laissez-faire. Free markets will help Africa
grow and a free press will help keep businesses and governments
honest. But they will not put young girls in school, provide clean
water, and fight HIV/AIDS ruthlessly. Good public policy is im-
portant for that. A conservative position would be to give up on
foreign aid altogether and leave everything to private investment
and the market. My suggestions are interventionist and radical,
rather than slight extensions of experiments already underway.

[ believe strongly in international efforts to promote freedom
and spread wealth in the world. Like many economists, including
Joseph Stiglitz in Globalization and its Discontents (2002),” I think
that an open trade system is essential for reducing world poverty,
provided that rich countries respect the same rules they urge on
others. Like critics of globalization, such as Noam Chomsky in
Hegemony or Survival (2003) and George Monbiot in Age of Con-
sent (2003), I have confidence in the power of international public
opinion to change the world for the better. But, in Africa, there is
an important first step still to be taken.

Almost everyone in North America and Europe who shares my
ideals believes that more aid, along with additional lecturing on
governance, will help Africa. I want to puncture that illusion.
Africans need breathing space much more than they need money.
Not a Marshall Plan, but real backing for the few governments
that are fighting poverty, plus political support for the millions of
Africans who are resisting oppression and violence in the rest of
the continent. Not just formal democracy, but “a society where
people are free to lead their own lives without fear of either the
government or what their neighbor will say.”!°

Some aid professionals will suggest that my assessment of forty
years of international development efforts is simplistic and that
my suggestions for change are unrealistic. | have certainly tried to
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simplify complicated subjects that are too important to leave be-
hind a veil of jargon, and I have not run my recommendations
through the sieve of political acceptability. I am merely offering
practical solutions that in my view—after thirty years of working
experience—stand better chances of success than ones that have
been tried before. Unfortunately, in a climate of guarded dis-
course on sensitive subjects, it still takes nerve to write about
such a broad subject in under three hundred pages. As the book is
intended for the general reader rather than specialists, and to trig-
ger a debate about new solutions rather than universal agreement,
[ have not tried to be subtle. But [ hope most readers will find that
[ have treated the subject not just with deep conviction, but also
with respect and occasionally a sense of humor.

Some of the judgments in this book may seem severe, but none
of them exceeds the restlessness and disbelief that many Africans
have expressed to me over the years. More than anyone, they
know how much better they could be if they were not being

hounded and blocked by their so-called leaders.
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CHAPTER 1

LOOKING FOR EXCUSES

More than half of Africa’s people are under the age of eighteen.
Yet, many of their elders, teachers, or governments are trying to
persuade them that they are victims, rather than victors in a now-
distant struggle for independence. Even Africans who were alive
when that struggle was won are still wrestling with their demons.
In April 2005, a former culture minister of Mali—the Saharan
country that boasts the legendary city of Timbuktu—wrote an
“open letter” to French President Jacques Chirac. She said that
Africa now wanted to stand on its own two feet. “The fight against
poverty amounts to begging and submissiveness, leading to reforms
that make us even poorer.”! “The more the North ‘cooperates’
with the South, the worse off we become.”? It is significant that
she was writing to a foreign leader rather than an African one.
Certainly, the pages of history can turn slowly at times, and
French-speaking Africans have been especially reluctant to look
homeward. Yet, many Africans, regardless of language or origin, ig-
nore what is obvious around them and continue to see foreign gov-
ernments or corporations as the major causes of their difficulties.
Some Africans acknowledge that their problems start at home
and complain that the West has been too indulgent rather than
too hard on their governments. The real-life hero of the Oscar-
nominated film Hotel Rwanda, Paul Rusesabagina, has pointed out
that in April 1994, the same month the Holocaust Museum was
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inaugurated in Washington, DC, 10,000 people a day were being
massacred around him. Despite the phrase “Never Again” that
rang throughout the speeches of dedication for the museum, the
West did not intervene in Rwanda and is still “propping up
African dictatorships.”

Even tangible expressions of Western generosity do not im-
press many Africans. The travel writer Paul Theroux met a politi-
cal science teacher in the southern African country of Malawi
who made no bones about his frustrations: “The tyrants love aid.
Aid helps them stay in power and contributes to underdevelop-
ment.” “What if all the donors just went away?” Theroux asked
him. “That might work,” was the reply.”*

Views vary widely in Africa, and increasingly new voices are
being heard. But people of power or influence remain largely stuck
in an outdated view of the world. Over a period of forty years,
Africa has failed to develop. Even worse, its political and intellec-
tual leaders still blame the continent’s problems on factors as var-
ied as an unjust international economic system, the slave trade,
colonialism, the Cold War, crushing debt burdens, and even basic
geography. On close examination, each of these explanations
grows shaky and throws the spotlight back on Africa itself.

S>>

The most frequently cited “cause” of Africa’s problems is that the
world economy is biased against Africa. There is little doubt that
small agricultural producers are at a disadvantage in interna-
tional markets, and that measures that protect farmers in West-
ern countries limit potential African exports or depress
international prices (especially for cotton). But Africa has not
been losing ground to competitors in rich countries; instead, it
has surrendered markets to other tropical suppliers in Asia and
Latin America. Most African countries have in fact let agricul-
ture—their greatest wealth—decline steadily through over-taxa-
tion and other wrongheaded policies. African economies were
certainly late-starters, but instead of pumping them up with
steroids, governments have put shackles on their producers. In
contrast, South Korea, a nation that was poorer than Ghana in
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1960, caught up with the rest of the world, rather than complain
about its handicaps.

Far from being biased against Africa, the international econ-
omy has engaged in affirmative action on its behalf. For decades,
rich-country markets have been open to many African products,
including some agricultural ones. Bananas are imported to Europe
from former British and French colonies in Africa and the
Caribbean, even though Central American fruit would be cheaper.
The Germans, by far the largest consumers of bananas, are willing
to pay the price. The US Africa Growth and Opportunity Act
(1998) had a profound effect in some African countries by open-
ing the US market to their textiles. This legislation faced domestic
opposition, including objections from the inaptly named Senator
Faircloth (Republican—North Carolina) who insisted that African
countries first import cotton from the United States before send-
ing it back as cloth. (Fortunately, his effort was defeated.) Half of
the world’s aid has been reserved for Africa. That money would
have been better spent in India and China, which together have
three times more people than Africa. It would also have reduced
more poverty, because of better economic management and lower
corruption.

There is now great pressure on rich countries to open their
agricultural markets further. Tropical sugar cane would be cheaper
for Europeans than locally grown sugar beets. Africa can also pro-
duce cereals and oilseeds. But, for the time being, the balance of
interests is heavily against Africa. To protect its farmers, the Euro-
pean Union spends $350 billion” a year, an amount equal to
Africa’s entire annual income and fourteen times the aid the con-
tinent receives. Such subsidies not only help inefficient producers.
In France, they also prevent rural depopulation, keep the country-
side attractive, and protect the nation’s most important industry,
tourism. France has 70 million visitors a year—more than any
other country on earth.

Africans jump the gun in complaining about European and US
agricultural policies. International pressure will eventually create
new opportunities for tropical farmers, but few African countries

*  All currency references in the book are in US dollars.
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will be able to take advantage of them. To make African produc-
tion more efficient, significant reforms and investment will be
needed first.

Unfortunately, “efficiency” has been a dirty word in much of
Africa. It reminds people of the advice and arm-twisting they have
received over 20 years from the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund. These institutions are the favorite targets of
Africans. The Bank and the Fund are large, mysterious, and pow-
erful, and so fond of technical jargon that their efforts to defend
themselves often fall on rocky ground. All the same, they are an
odd choice of villain.

To begin with, the World Bank is not a “bank” in the normal
sense of the word but a financial cooperative owned by virtually all
of the world’s governments. It is a specialized agency of the United
Nations and, with its staff of 10,000, the most important foreign
aid body on earth. It has 1,400 people working on Africa—the
largest single group of professionals anywhere promoting the con-
tinent’s development. Many of them are African. In 1963, the
popular writer James Morris described Bank staff as self-effacing
do-gooders. “They may be excited by the unfolding of history all
around them, but do not often let it show. They pride themselves
upon their strictly businesslike approach to the needs of the poor
nations, and would think it effete or namby-pamby to allow any
breath of sentiment to creep between the ledger lines.””

The culture of the institution has changed since then. Crusty
former colonial administrators have been replaced by smooth-talk-
ing economics Ph.D.s and business school graduates. But the
Bank’s self-image and sense of mission have barely faltered. Its pur-
poses were obscured to the outside world by three colorless presi-
dents between 1981 and 1995. In the decade after that, however,
the hard-driving James Wolfensohn infused the institution with
new energy and clarity.

Yet most critics of globalization, like Africans, still condemn
the institution. Some do so in apocalyptic terms. In the words of
one writer: “Zimbabwe’s president, Robert Mugabe, is a brutal au-
tocrat who has cheated his country of democracy, murdered politi-
cal opponents and starved the people of regions controlled by the
opposition. But the damage he has done to Africans is minor by
comparison to that inflicted by the International Monetary Fund
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and World Bank.”® Others have described the Bank as the “new
maharajahs,”” “lords of poverty,” and “masters of disaster.”® The
organization is even granted powers that it does not claim. One
critic has suggested that the Bank’s influence is more than eco-
nomic; it has been “cultural, ideological and, in a not entirely
metaphysical sense, religious.”

Like other large organizations, including genuinely religious
ones, the World Bank has its faults. But it has also done some good.
[t may not be “democratic,” but its member countries are deeply in-
volved in setting the policies and approving the lending of the in-
stitution. Admittedly, most of the Bank’s capital and voting rights
are held by Western countries, but that is logical for an institution
offering Western assistance and promoting an open society.

Its motives have also been disputed. The Bank feels that it is
fighting world poverty; anti-globalization critics suggest it is serv-
ing Western interests. Both are right. The Bank and its sister insti-
tution, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), were founded in
August 1944 at an international conference at Bretton Woods,
New Hampshire, in the conviction of the Western powers that
raising the living standards of the poorest countries would help
everyone. The Bank’s purpose was to promote the continued
growth of world trade; the IMF’s was to encourage the free flow of
capital and orderly development of the world’s currencies. Both
sought to apply the lessons of the inter-war years during which a
lack of international cooperation, including proliferating trade
barriers and competitive devaluations, had hampered an improve-
ment in the world’s living standards. The Bank supported specific
development projects like roads, power plants, and harbors (when
private capital was not available for these), and later, a broad
range of activities, including agriculture, schools, water supply,
and family planning. The IMF acted as a global lifeguard, assessing
the performance of individual economies (including the rich
ones), offering advice on how to overcome occasional obstacles,
and, in times of emergency, coming to the rescue by supporting a
country’s balance of payments. The United Kingdom received
massive assistance from the Fund as recently as 1976.

In developing countries, the Bank and IMF worked closely
together, for the obvious reason that development lending
would not be very productive if it supported economies that
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were headed into trouble. There was creative tension behind
the scenes and sometimes spectacular public differences, as in
the case of Argentina in the late 1990s. Sometimes, the IMF’s
short-term objectives were at odds with the Bank’s long-term
view. By and large, however, their roles were complementary.

In Africa, the ongoing “crisis” of the 1980s and 1990s—a mis-
nomer for what had become a permanent economic problem—
confused the division of labor, as both institutions became
involved in supporting government budgets. Their main instru-
ment—and the principal target of African resentment—was the
“structural adjustment” programs (or SAPs) introduced during the
world recession of the early 1980s. Chapter 8 will discuss these
programs in greater detail. Suffice it to say here that the new aid
was given its strange name because it was intended to bring perma-
nent benefits to Africa’s economy rather than cover up temporary
sores. Unfortunately, Africans confused the treatment with the
disease, or regarded it as an operation performed with hatchets
rather than scalpels.

The major adjustment of the period had nothing to do with the
international institutions. Between 1970 and 1990, Africa lost half
of its share of world markets to other developing countries, simply
because those other nations were able to produce and deliver the
same goods more cheaply. This represented a loss of income for
Africa of about $70 billion per year. There was not enough money
in the world—Ilet alone in the World Bank—to fill this gap. It ex-
ceeded the amount of foreign aid being spent in all of Africa, Asia,
and Latin America combined. In response, the Bank and other offi-
cial donors shifted from supporting specific projects to providing
immense sums to government budgets. These sums were linked to
common-sense measures for stemming Africa’s loss of markets.

African governments never explained to the public why they
were negotiating with the international agencies—even though it
was plain they had little choice. These governments—and some-
times the business establishment—did not believe in the reforms,
agreed to them half-heartedly, or undermined them once aid offi-
cials looked the other way. As a result, the “crisis” appeared to be
of somebody else’s making, not their own.

The whole process went awry, in large part because of the way
African governments kept their citizens in the dark. Few Africans
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knew that they were losing markets and that national budgets
were barely large enough to pay for government salaries, let alone
essential materials and supplies. All that Africans saw was the col-
lapse of their infrastructure and public services. Already distrustful
of their governments, Africans had even less confidence in distant
institutions that talked about reducing poverty but seemed to
make it worse at every turn. The real problems—Africa’s high
costs of production and distribution and poor investment cli-
mate—were obscured by the West’s awkward efforts to help.

In a sense, the African public understood the situation perfectly.
They were not seeing the effects of the reforms because those re-
forms were not being introduced, or they were being administered
badly; in a small number of cases, the reforms were also miscon-
ceived. The World Bank was not being too “hard”; rather, the Bank
was watering down agreements, or waiving conditions, in exchange
for promises of government action at a later date. In Kenya, freeing
up the national grain marketing system was an objective of the first
structural adjustment loan (SAL); twelve years later, it had still not
been done. There was no shortage of money for governments that
were prepared to say the right words and sign the right documents.
One generous country director at the Bank in the 1980s was nick-
named “Mr. Dial-a-SAL” for his willingness to support ailing gov-
ernment budgets. In just five years, he added $850 million in hard
money to the Ivory Coast’s debt burden. Yet, in a 1994 study of 26
African countries, the World Bank judged the performance of only
one of them (Ghana) to be “adequate” by world standards.

Adjustment did not fail in Africa; it was never given a fighting
chance. Africa was bleeding to death, but instead of worrying
about the hemorrhaging, African leaders complained about the
pain from the tourniquet. Naturally enough, economies took a
very long time to recover and most African countries have still not
returned to their income levels of the 1960s. The wounds of that
period have never healed.

S>>

“Structural adjustment” was bad enough. But, for most Africans, it
was just the latest in a series of indignities that the world had
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forced upon them, the most notorious of which was the slave
trade.

Historians have argued for decades about the impact of slavery.
Undoubtedly, it did psychological and economic damage to the
generations immediately affected. But how great was it, and how
relevant is it for later developments? The physical traces of this bar-
barism can still be seen on opposite coasts of the continent. In the
west, they include the austere prison houses on Senegal’s Gorée Is-
land whence thousands of slaves were shipped to the Western
Hemisphere. In the east, one can still see from the air the deep-
green mango trees that the Arab slavers planted in Tanganyika
along their route from the interior to the small port of Bag-
amoyo—which is Swahili for “the place where I lay down my heart.”

The victims of the slaving raids, which affected large parts of
the interior of the continent—not just areas close to the coasts—
suffered grievously. Families were torn apart. Those who survived
the journey were forced into hard labor in strange climates and
lands. Many died on the way to the coast, in slave rebellions, or in
stifling conditions on the high seas. It was a cynical, greedy, and
brutal abuse of other human beings—abetted by powerful people in
Africa. But the purpose of the slave trade was not to exterminate
anyone. And it was not a crime of Europeans against Africans. “It
was a crime of Europeans and Arabs and Africans and, in the truest
sense, it was a crime of mankind.”!°

Those who suffered most were the people who were taken
away. Most historians estimate that, between 1500 and 1800, 8—-12
million people were carried off by the Atlantic slave trade.!! If one
includes the Arab slavers, who were active between the ninth and
the twentieth centuries, the figure rises to 20 million people.
Polemicists suggest that as many as 200 million Africans were af-
fected, on the assumption that ten people died for every slave suc-
cessfully transported overseas.!” There is no way of documenting
such numbers, even though the lower estimates are corroborated
by shipping records. Hence, the impact on Africa’s general popula-
tion is also difficult to establish. But not everyone agrees that the
damage was profound or permanent. In the words of one distin-
guished historian: “Africans survived the slave trade with their po-
litical independence and social institutions largely intact.
Paradoxically, this shameful period also displayed human re-
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silience at its most courageous.”'® What is even clearer is that, de-
spite continued racism and poverty, most of the slaves’ descen-
dants in the Western Hemisphere lead better lives than their
distant cousins on the other side of the Atlantic.

Even if this human trade left a lasting scar on the African
mentality, why should it have impeded the continent’s material
progress? Slavery was abolished in the British empire in 1833 and
in the French territories in 1858. More recently—just 60 years
ago—six million Jews were systematically exterminated rather
than just shipped to other countries. Yet it is not the common
view that the Holocaust made the survivors less entrepreneurial
and self-confident. Some would argue instead that this most re-
cent chapter in an already dark history of persecution made the
survivors even more intent on ensuring the security of the next
generation.

Sensitive as the subject is, some Africans are willing to put
slavery in its place. “Yes, there was the slave trade,” says Jean-Paul
Ngoupandé, a former prime minister of the Central African Re-
public and author of several enlightening books on contemporary
Africa. “And many hide behind it to explain our difficulties, but I
don’t think it can explain, for example, the destruction of a coun-
try like the Ivory Coast, which had got off to a good start . . . It is
the Africans of today who are responsible.”'*

S>>

The next “dark” chapter of African history came with the Euro-
pean settlers. One does not need to defend colonialism to recog-
nize that some criticisms of it are grossly exaggerated. Other
peoples, like the Indians and Pakistanis, have been less obsessed
about their imperial heritage. It is also unlikely that the Africans
would have acted very differently if roles had been reversed and
they had had the technology, power, and opportunity to invade a
relatively “empty” and defenseless Europe. Besides, to quote Mr.
Ngoupandé again, “There is practically no country or civilization
in the world which was not someone else’s colony at some point in

its history: France under the Romans for six centuries, Spain under
the Arabs, etc.”?®
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Like the slave trade, the impact of colonialism is also begin-
ning to grow stale. The first African country to gain independ-
ence was Ghana in 1957. Most others were self-governing by
1965. Forty years later, it is hard to draw a clear link between
what the colonial powers did or did not do and what their
African successors most certainly did in their place. The smaller
colonizers did set a brutal example of government. During the
1905-07 Maji-Maji rebellion in Tanganyika, the Germans flayed
their opponents alive and hung them from trees. Belgium’s King
Leopold 1II treated the Congo like his personal playground. The
Portuguese engaged in forced labor in Angola as late as the
1950s. But the major colonial powers, Great Britain and France,
were generally balanced in the treatment of the people they
ruled and, in various ways, respected their cultures and rights.
The British used “indirect rule” in Nigeria, relying on local
chieftains to ensure the smooth administration of the vast inte-
rior. In Tanganyika in the 1920s, a quasi-socialist British gover-
nor named Donald Cameron encouraged the Chagga people on
Mount Kilimanjaro to grow coffee—something the “natives”
across the border in Kenya were explicitly forbidden to do, under
pressure from the white planters. This led the Chagga to early
prosperity and a sense of enterprise and self-improvement that
has never been suppressed.'®

In Kenya, Philip Mitchell, another colonial governor steeped
in the progressive ideas of the British Fabian Society and attentive
to the London Missionary Society as much as to the Colonial Of-
fice, forbade the sale of land and extension of credit to Africans.
Inspired by a history of rural exploitation in India, these regula-
tions were intended to prevent Africans from becoming landless or
easy prey to unscrupulous moneylenders.!” A Royal Commission
in the 1950s would criticize these rules as paternalistic and obsta-
cles to the development of a free market. A laissez-faire approach,
they argued, might have led to greater consolidation of land, more
efficient agriculture, and even the prevention of the Mau-Mau up-
rising. Whatever the merits of the rules, they were a far cry from
the brutally self-interested management of tropical possessions
sometimes portrayed by critics of colonialism.

The British Empire was not monolithic. There was real ten-
sion between white settlers and colonial administrations, not just
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between the colonizers and Africans. Commercial interests often
outweighed enlightened reforms and missionary opinion. There
was condescension, arrogance, and even racism. But there were
also appeals to reason and higher ideals and occasional victories
of benevolence over greed. One British administrator in 1930 ar-
gued that “native” interests should be paramount: “At the heart
of western civilization lies the faith that human beings are ends in
themselves. They have a value apart from any purpose which they
may be used to serve. There is something in every man which is
unique and incomparable, and which should command our rever-
ence. Progress has consisted in the continuous widening of the
field of opportunity for individuals to make the best of what is in
them.”!8 Few African leaders since then have been imbued with
such sentiments.

The French administered their colonies almost in the same
way they governed France, extending rights of political represen-
tation and citizenship to Africans. (This seemed illogical to the
British, who never blurred the distinction between being British
and being a British subject.) Two future African presidents
(Léopold Senghor and Félix Houphouét-Boigny) sat in France’s
National Assembly. Houphouét was France’s minister of health in
five successive governments in the 1950s. He even boasted that he
was the only minister to survive the reshufflings, passing “the key”
to each new Cabinet. His death in December 1993 was an event
in French-not just African—history. His funeral at Yamoussoukro,
in the Ivory Coast, in February 1994 was attended by President
Mitterrand and 11 of the 12 surviving French prime ministers.
Senghor, after stepping down as president of Senegal in 1980, was
elected to the French Academy as one of the 40 “immortals” en-
trusted with guiding the continued expression of French culture
throughout the world.

[t is true that some countries were left at Independence with few
good schools and roads. Some s