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In a fragile world, good policies are hostages to fortune. In Africa, as in so much of the
world only more so, the clocks go backward as well as forward. Landes, (1998) p. 507

Predatory States and Economic Breakdown in Africa

Therecently published Africa Commission Report (2005) recognises that ‘the weakness of
governanceisthe key factor underlying the continent’sinferior performancein economic
growth and poverty reduction’ (Booth, 2005:498 Emphasis added). Thisrepresents a shift of
some significance from the World Bank’s analysis presented in the Berg Report in 1981 that
attributed the African economic crisis, and the fact that it was performing wor se than *any
other part of theworld’, to inappropriate state dominated policies (World Bank, 1981: 3 Em-
phasis added). This shift from economic policy to governanceis significant, sinceit enabled
reformersto treat the problem as an essentially technical one by assuming that national gov-
ernmentswould bewilling and ableto take the necessary stepsto implement the necessary
changes. 25 yearslater, however, theregion remains ‘mired in economic crisis (van de Walle,
2001: 3), since Gover nments ‘mostly refused to countenancereal institutional reform’, and of-
ten ‘simply deceived the donors, promising measur es that they then failed to undertake or
soon reversed’ (ibid.: 158).

Thissuggeststhat it istherole and nature of the state, and, mor e especially, of the palitical
processes that gener ate the incentives and sanctionsthat deter mine the behaviour of there-
gimesthat control them, that either enable or disable pro-poor development programmes.
These are not issuesthat international donorsliketo confront, since they raise difficult issues
of national sovereignty and accusations of neo-colonialism when they demand policy changes
that challenge theright of particular regimesto pursue predatory policy programmes. Asa
result the Africa Commission, for example, provides:

... ho examination of why African politician are so little interested in building capable states,
or why business people or voters are still so disinclined to punish leaders for poor perform-
ance (Booth, 2005:494).

However, these deficiencies are clearly critical, since a failure to deal with problems of politi-
cal failuremust derail all aid-driven attemptsto ‘make poverty history’, most especially in the
weakest statesthat have the greatest need for external support. This paper will therefore at-
tempt to identify the scale and nature of the challengesinvolved in responding to political fail-
urein Africa by examining the political economy of two extreme cases Uganda under Presi-
dents Obote and Amin, and Zimbabwe under Mugabe.



The problems of political failurein Africa have been the subject of extensive academicre-
sear ch that have attributed it to what van de Walle calls Neopatrimonialism, that involves:

... the giving and granting of favours, in an endless series of dyadic exchanges that go from
the village level to the highest reaches of the central state. Under this general rubric of clien-
talism can be placed a wide variety of practices involving the giving and receiving of favors,
almost invariably based on corruption. Clientalism can be associated with corruption simply
because the former relies on privileged accessto public resour ces and some kind of conflict of
interest. (van de Walle, 2005:51 Emphasis added)

Thisargument suggeststhat the ability of African regimesto maintain the support required to
stay in power depends on the systematic misuse of their authority, a processthat hasled mem-
bers of theinfluential French school to refer to the‘Criminalisation of the statein Africa’ (Ba-
yart et al. 1998). The extreme version of thisargument produces what we can call the ‘preda-
tory state’ or ‘political disorder’ hypothesis - that African political systemsshare‘a general-
ized system of patrimonialism and an acute degree of apparent disorder’, that survives be-
causeit can be exploited for private gain by ‘those who know how to play that system’ (Chabal
& Daloz, 1991:xix).

Thislatter hypothesisis certainly overdrawn since some African governments, including
Uganda and Zimbabwe, have managed to sustain relatively effective policy programmes for
long periods.* However, it would be naive to deny the fact that African states have, on balance
been the ‘ sour ce of man-made economic decline’ (North, 1981:20) far mor e often than of social
emancipation, or thefact that these pervasive nature of these destructive processes suggests
that they are the outcome of deep-seated structural and societal processes and not the personal
failures of particular leaders. This paper will therefore use two case studies of periods of in-
tense political disorder and economic collapse to examine the variables and processes that lead
governmentsto under mine their own economic systems; that per petuate these destructive pro-
cesses; and the factorsthat can sometimes bring them to an end.

The Palitics of Economic Breakdown in Uganda and Zimbabwe

Uganda and Zimbabwe have both experienced period of rapid politically induced decline—the
former from 1971 to 1986, the latter from 1997 to the present, that have lead to massive de-
clinesin productive capacity, and increasesin political repression and international isolation.
In Ugandathe end result was military invasion and a civil war; in Zimbabwe a humanitarian
disaster and an impending threat of seriousfamine. The similarities between the two make
these comparisonsvery illuminating, as do some important differences.

Both regimes had been ableto exercise direct controls over key pricesand allocations, their
African populations had been systematically excluded from economic opportunitiesduring the
colonial period, and politically vulnerable immigrant communities dominated the economy
and enjoyed privileged lifestyles. On the other hand Uganda was initially characterised by

! This paper is part of along-term policy review | am conducting of both countries. See Brett 1975; 1992/3; 1995; 1996; 1998 on
Uganda, and 2005 on Zimbabwe.



competitive party politics and subsequently by military dictator ship; Zimbabwe was originally
aone party system that shifted to competitive politicsearly in the breakdown period. We will
arguethat it was a growing inability to meet the demands of key supporters, rather than a
generalised propensity to ‘predation’ that led each regime to adopt increasingly counter -
productive short-term economic strategiesto buy political support that wereto generate the
destructive processes of ‘cumulative causation’ responsible for the subsequent breakdownsin
both cases. We will first provide a brief chronological review of the major eventsduring the
two periods, then consider the implications of their similarities and differences.

(i) Uganda: From Competitive Politicsto Military Dictator ship, 1961-1985

Uganda achieved independence in 1961 under a government led by Milton Obote as Prime
Minister, whose mainly northern based Uganda People' s Congresswasthelargest party in
Parliament, but did not control an outright majority. The central state shared power with four
traditional kingdomsin the South, and notably Buganda who's ‘Kabaka' was also the Presi-
dent. The economy depended on arelatively prosperous small-far ming economy that had been
subjected to strong centralised controlsthrough Marketing Boards and state controlled coop-
erativesthat processed and marketed cotton and coffee, the major crops. The colonial gov-
ernment hasalsoinitiated a relatively successful import substituting programme based on
state owned companies aswell as partnershipswith the leading Asian business families.

The economy was mar ked by strong ethnic and regional inequalities. Europeans had domi-
nated thetop positionsin the state sector; Asians dominated commer ce, private agricultural
processing, and the small number of large agricultural estates. AlImost all of therural popula-
tion had accessto land in the form of household operated farms, except in Buganda in the
south where a largelandlord class that had been denied theright to exclude tenantsand raise
rents, coexisted with a small farming sector. Although the cash crop were grown acrossthe
country access to high productivity land, infrastructure, education and health services was far
greater in the south than the north.

Thenew regimein 1961 confronted two key challenges—to consolidate its hold over palitical
power, and to reverse the racial imbalances and exclusionsthat had characterised the colonial
period. In effect these two processes wer e closely connected — theright to use its economic
power to reward both individuals and groupswas a major factor in itsability to buy the politi-
cal support required to consolidate its majority. These political pressuresled to arapid trans-
fer of assetsto theindigenous population. By 1965 top positionsin the civil service and par a-
statals had been Africanised, and private sector cotton and coffee processing had been trans-
ferred to African controlled cooperatives, currency controls had been introduced to stop
Asians from expatriating their capital, and business licensing was subsequently used to trans-
fer their right to import many commoditiesto African firms. Large estates on supposedly un-
occupied land wer e allocated to key politicians and officials, and new public companies were
established to produce consumer goods. The army, exclusively recruited from northern tribes,
grew from 700 to 7,000 between 1962 and 1969 (Omar a-Otunnu, 1987:51& 97). Generous for -
eign aid helped to support the existing state appar atus, improve infrastructure and social pro-
vision, and was used to direct resourcesto northern areas wheretheregime obtained much of
its political support.



In 1966 the fragile nature of the support for the regime was exposed by an inter-party ‘plot’ to
displace Obote by mainly southern-based politicians, five of them in the Cabinet. Here-
sponded by arresting the fiveringleaders, using the army led by Idi Amin to destroy the power
of the Kingdoms, cancelling the upcoming elections, and introducing a new constitution that
concentrated Presidential power in hishandsin 1967. This‘coup’ was followed by a further
extension of state control signalled by a ‘moveto theleft’ in 1968 involving atransfer of bank-
ing and insurance companiesto the state and a further extension of controlsover agricultural
markets and foreign trade. This opened up further opportunitiesfor state patronage but lost
him the support of the donor community.

The nature of this programme does not conform to the ‘predatory state’ hypothesis, although
it did involve substantial asset transfers. It wasin fact based on a clear political and ideological
logic that initially took the form of nationalist inspired right wing structuralism —the use of
state power to strengthen the position of a national ‘bureaucratic’ and private bourgeoisie.
The programme did gener ate some significant gains. Education and health provision, and
roadsimproved, and agricultural output expanded at 4.5% and GDP at 4.4% p.a. between
1966 and 1970.% However, therelatively limited skills available to the new regime, the levels of
intra-ethnic and intraregional conflict, and the willingness of donor sto finance economically
unviable projectsto support their own domestic industries, greatly reduced its efficiency.?

Thus Africanisation meant a significant loss of skills, state controlsinhibited further private
investment by the Asian community, and the patronage driven activities of the state sector
generated grossinefficiencies. Cooper ative and marketing board monopolies wer e manipu-
lated to providethe state with relatively cheap foreign exchange and benefit elected and ap-
pointed officials at the expense of the direct producers. (Brett, 1970) Donor funded projects
wereinvested in inefficient capital-intensive projects, and direct allocations of land wer e used
to transfer assetsto well-connected member s of the political and bureaucratic elite who used
them very inefficiently. Thesetransferswere largely funded by the foreign exchange and taxa-
tion generated by the small-scale far merswho produced the bulk of the country’sfood and
exports. They hardly benefited from theincreasesin state provision, continued to use iron-age
technology and wer e obliged to buy their consumer goods from inefficient import substituting
industry. Thisincreased inequality, repressed exports and taxation, and reduced the legiti-
macy of the regime, not only amongst the peasantry, but also amongst the southern elites
whose traditional institutions had been dismantled in 1966, and who felt that patronage was
mainly directed at their northern counterparts. Formal wage employment only grew from
264,000 to 320,000 between 1962 and 1969, indebtedness increased and exports and tax reve-
nues stagnated.

The Obote regime attempted to restoreits political legitimacy by calling an election for 1971,
and it waswidely believed, planning to remove General Amin whose military support had
been instrumental in keeping him in power in 1966. I nstead Amin executed a successful coup

2 Data from Uganda: Second and Third Five Year Plans; Background to the Budget, 1970-71; Statistical Abstract, 1971. For amore
detailed review of this period see Brett, (1975 & 1995). For general political histories see Sathyamurthy, (1991); Mutibwa, (1992).

% Burch, (1987) provides the classic analysis of the fact that projects were usually * response to pressures from strategically-placed
social groups at both the donor and recipient ends' rather than a serious analysis of local factor endowments and social and economic
needs (p. 345). My own field work in Ugandain 1966/7 and 1973/4 confirms his findings.



in January 1971. The political conflicts and economic contradictions that had been accumulat-
ing over the previous decade ensured that his accession to power was welcomed by the donor
community, and by the southern public and elite who hoped that he would restore the tradi-
tional institutions destroyed by the Oboteregime.

Amin isgenerally characterised asan illiterate and ruthlesstyrant, his period in power a con-
firmation of the ‘predatory state’ hypothesis. This does, indeed, represent an accur ate descrip-
tion of the both the nature and the outcome of hisrule, but it isalso important to under stand
the political pressuresthat led to the economic policies that were adopted and the way that
these effects subsequently under mined his ability to stay in power, to cometo terms, in other
words, with therationale, if not therationality that drove events.

Amin’sfirst political decisionsdo not fit the general stereotype. Hisfirst Cabinet only included
one other soldier and was composed of high ranking politicians and officials, hereleased all
political prisoners, and reversed some of Obote's partial nationalisations.* However, the ‘ poli-
tics of disorder’ soon prevailed because the new regimeinherited all of the conflicting de-
mands that had been generated by the ineffective cor por atists policies of the 1960s, and addi-
tional pressures created by the additional conflicts generated by hisviolent accession to power .
Substantial elementsin the army remained loyal to Obote, ® and thisled to violent confronta-
tions and the deaths of thousands of Acholi and Langi soldiersand officerswereKkilled, sub-
stantially reducing his own northern support base. Key officials thought to be loyal to there-
gimelost their jobsor, likethe Vice Chancellor of M aker ere University, were abducted and
killed. Many member s of the elite emigrated, some o set up opposition groupsin Kenya and
Tanzania. They werereplaced by increasingly incompetent loyalists.

This political weakness, and nationalist-inspired demands from the indigenous petty bour geoi-
sie, rather than pure economicirrationality, then led to a critical decision to expel the whole of
the Asian community classin 1972 and re-distribute their assetsto thelocal African petty
bourgeoisie. Thisdecision was to have disastr ous consequences, but it was clearly comparable
with decisionstaken in many other African countriesto expropriate the assets of immigrant
communitiesthat were widely believed to be exploiting consumer s and excluding the local
population from business opportunities.

Between August and December 1972 virtually the whole of the Asian community that had
dominated commer ce, the professions, estate agriculture and privately owned industry were
expelled, and their assetstransferred to a state run board. These assets wer e subsequently al-
located to local individuals —most of them educated officials and traders, although ar my offi-
cerswere put in charge of some of the lar gest assets like the big sugar estates.’ The move was
politically popular in thefirst instance, with thousands of applicationsto take over the new
businesses, but itsshort and long-term results wer e disastrous. Almost all donor support and
accessto private international credit ceased, the new ownershad limited skills, little foreign
exchange and no credit, and state services deteriorated rapidly. Output, exports and taxes

4 Personal interview 1974 with General Moses Ali, former Minister in the Amin Cabinet.
® Interview, President Idi Amin, 1973.
® Details of this process can be found in Campbell (1979).



plummeted, fiscal and balance of payments deficits and inflation soared. The old monopolies
and regulatory controlswereretained and used to reward supportersand cronies, but declin-
ing revenues and growing cor ruption madeit increasingly difficult to maintain support or the
servicesrequired to keep political power.

The use of state power to buy political support was legitimated by a right-wing structuralist
ideology that justified these transferson nationalist and economic grounds. In October 1972
Amin made a long and highly articulate statement at Makerere University in Kampala justify-
ing hisactionsin theseterms, and thereislittle doubt that the majority of the populations
supported the strategy.” However, they were clearly based on massive miscalculations of their
economic effects, and of their inevitable tendency to generate a process of regressive ‘circular
cumulative causation’ in which political stressesled to economic decisionsthat intensified the
original stressesthat generated further economic and political decline—a processreplicated in
Zimbabwe as we will see.

The collapse of the administrative apparatus and formal economy led to foreign exchange and
fiscal crises, hyper-inflation and chronic shortages of essential inputs and consumer goods.
The state continued to exact resour ces by inflationary money-creation and an over-valued ex-
changerate, but destroyed its own capacity to operate as cr ops wer e smuggled into neighbour -
ing states, and taxes stopped being collected.? * Officials pretended to work and the gover nment
pretended to pay them.” Thosein privileged positions amassed fortunes by manipulating con-
tracts and harvesting kickbacks; therest used their offices and telephonesto conduct their
private businesses. By 1979 the ‘politics of disorder’ dominated the society. Theinformal ‘ma-
gendo’ economy had becomethe ‘real’ economy; the formal economy mainly existed in the
virtual world of the official statistical abstracts.

Pervasive shortagesintensified turned the struggle for political and economic survival into a
life and death matter. Guerrillaincursionsfrom Tanzania were met with intensified repres-
sion; suspicions of disloyalty led to the elimination most of the competent officersin the army
and police; potential opponents wer e eliminated, most spectacularly with the assassination of
Janani Luwum, the Protestant Archbishop, early in 1977. A virtual mutiny occurred in the
army latein 1978, and Amin choseto use his potentially disloyal regimentsto invade Tanzania
in October. The Tanzanian army was less well equipped, but had retained its discipline and
morale and wasreinfor ced by exiled Ugandan guerrilla forcesraised by Obote and M useveni
who took Kampalain April 1979 and therest of the country over the following few weeks.

The ‘politics of disorder’ continued over the next few years. The pre-coup political partiesre-
formed, a new constitution was drafted, and national elections held in December 1980. In what
was gener ally agreed to be a fraudulent result, Obote and the UPC werereturned to power,
and re-established the politics of patronage, systematically marginalizing opposition groups

" These claims are based on personal observations and field work.

8 Bunker shows how the ability of small farmers to evade formal markets operated as a ‘weapon of the weak.’ (1985); Meagher
(1990) provides an excellent account of the effects of informalisation on the Zaire border. For an important comparison of these proc-
see MacGaffey, (1987).



and excluding the souther ners loyal to M useveni from the army.® Theloss of legitimacy stem-
ming from the disputed election, ‘northernisation’ of the state apparatus and army, inability
to make effective use of the donor support meant that the Museveni group that took to the
bush in 1981 and set up the National Resistance Army and M ovement, wer e given strong sup-
port and ableto run an ultimately successful military campaign, taking power in January
1986. (Museveni, 1992) The new dispensation has since over come the ‘politics of disorder’ and
created a system that hasfailed to control alocalised insurgency in the area formerly loyal to
the old regime, but otherwise managed to sustain a relatively successful programme of politi-
cal and economic reconstruction, a response heavily influenced by the lessonslearnt and the
structural changesinduced by the previous period.’

(i) Zimbabwe: From Rational Economic M anagement to the Politics of Disorder 1997-2005

The experiences of Uganda under Obote and Amin and the lat eight yearsin Zimbabwe are
close enough to suggest that very similar forceswereat play in bringing about the transitions
from relatively coherent policy management to the politics of disorder and breakdown. The
Zimbabwe economy was far better developed than Uganda’swith a strong state appar atus,
well developed capitalist firmsin manufacturing, finance and commer cial agriculture, but
with even greater racial inequalitiesinherited from its settler past. The whiteregime had sys-
tematically excluded Africansfrom positions of authority in the state or formal economy so
that the majority of therural population was confined to congested communal land, or to
wage labour on white farmsor white-owned firms.

In 1980 ZANU-PF led by Robert Mugabereplaced theillegal settler regimein Zimbabwe after
a successful liberation war. It had a majority in Parliament, but gave early evidence of itswill-
ingnessto resort to violence to safeguard its authority by meeting the threat of unconstitu-
tional action from ZAPU, the minority party representing the interests of the minority Nda-
beletribe with violent repression. ZAPU was then incor porated into the ruling party so that
the country was gover ned by a de facto one-party regime from 1987 to the emer gence of the
Movement for Democratic Changein 1999. For the next decade it managed a system based on
‘embedded autonomy’ compar ableto the developmental East Asian states because the political
class had consider able policy making autonomy, but maintained close linkswith the r epresen-
tatives of the professional associationsthat represented the economic elites. (Evans, 1995;
Kohli, 2004)

It chose not to initiate a programme of nationalisation compar ableto those that had taken
placein Tanzania and M ozambiquein the 1960s and 1970s, but to follow a right wing cor por a-
tist programme that did not threaten white property rights, but did maintain and even extend
existing controls over prices, resource allocations and investment. Thisenabled it to reward
key supporterswith state sector jobs and contracts, to guarantee the survival of the whitein-
dustrial, agricultural and financial €lites, and to providethe African poor with better social
services, food security and labour rights. A small but relatively successful land redistribution

® Interviews with Major-Generals Salim Saleh, Maruru and Tumwine, who had been members of the guerrilla groups, and subse-
quently became senior officers in the new Ugandan army.
19 For accounts see Brett (1996; 1998)



programmewas carried out in the early 1980s, but only 48,000 people wereresettled so it had
anegligible effect on white land owner ship or on overcrowding in the Communal Areas. (Cliff,
2000; Weiner, 1988) The result was some rent-seeking together with regulatory and adminis-
trative constraintsthat under mined economic flexibility and long-term growth, but the pro-
gramme was managed with enough intelligence and integrity to gener ate many significant
gains. Economic growth in fact averaged 4.7% between 1980 and 1984 despite a serious
drought in 1982, and 4% between 1985 and 1990 and was accompanied by significant im-
provementsin distribution, significantly increasing support for the new regime (See Robert-
son, 1992; Stoneman & Cliffe, 1998).

However, the programme also generated rigidities and shortagesthat threatened itslong-term
economic and political sustainability. State spending was high, licensing power was used to ex-
cludeforeign investment and discour age small business development, while the protectionist
traderegime kept prices high and discouraged exports (Brett, 2005). Par astatals that con-
trolled the main utilitiesand agricultural marketing were well-managed but still made heavy
demands on the state budget and generated large increases in gover nment debt (Robertson,
1992a). By the end of the decade it was clear that these constraints were generating a serious
shortage of foreign exchange and suppressing the growth of formal sector employment at a
time when the pool of qualified labour was growing rapidly.™ Thisled to a sudden and radical
shift from the corporatist to aliberal policy regime that wasto produce mixed economic, but
highly destabilising political results.

The contrast with the ‘politics of disorder’ stereotype at this point was extreme, since Zim-
babwe was not forced into its Economic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP), like most
other African states, but did so from a position of relative strength, in response to pressures
from domestic economic elites, thetechnocratsin the Ministry of Finance and continuous
pressurefrom the lFls (Herbst, 1992; Mumbengegwi, 2002; Skalnes, 1995). It was designed to
encour age job-creating growth by transferring the control over pricesfrom the stateto the
market, improving accessto foreign exchange, reducing administrative controls over invest-
ment and employment decisions, and reducing the fiscal deficit. The programme was a serious
attempt to carry out a seriousreform programmethat had the full support of the IFlsthat
had played an important rolein its formulation.

Unfortunately a combination of negative external factors (drought and a declinein theterms
of trade), errors of sequencing, and the government’sfailureto control the fiscal deficit, meant
that performance overall wasworsethan it had been during the cor poratist period. Growth
continued but at a lower rate, employment did not increase overall and many workerswere
retrenched,* while access to social services declined. These negative short-term results ap-
pear ed to have generated some positive long-term gains, since exports, investment and growth
had increased substantially by the end of the period.*

1 At the end of 1990 Mugabe acknowledge these problems, saying ‘ Employment creation has averaged a mere 10,000 jobs per an-
num over the 10 years of independence, far short of the planned target of 144,000 per annum. Invetment levelsfell in real terms from
15.5% of GDPin 1980 to 10.7% in 1989 (Cited in Herbst, 1992:58).

12 Official figures claimed that 576 firms retrenched 26,332 workers between 1991 and 1995 (Zimbabwe, (1996).

3 Infact it averaged 6.5% during 1991, 1994 and 1996, the three non drought-affected years. (Gunnng & Oostendorp,
2002: 14)



A major debate hasraged over the economic consequences of the ESAP experiment in Zim-
babwe that cannot detain ushere** What is undeniable, however, wasits politically destabilis-
ing effects stemming from increasesin urban unemployment, declining conditions of labour in
both the public and private sectors, access to health and educational services, and largely
drought induced food insecurity among the rural poor. Following the advice of the | FIshad
therefore produced highly ambiguous economic results and massive political resentment mani-
fested in growing industrial militancy, unrest in the civil service and a growth in the activities
of many civic organisations. ZANU-PF retained its political monopoly at the 1996 election,
putting its political hegemony, and ability to resist the demands of special interestsunder seri-
ousthreat. Key membersof theregime, including the President had never fully supported
ESAP, while the demandsfor fiscal prudence and the reduction in state controls had made it
mor e difficult for them to dispense the patronage on which it relied for support. Theresulting
threatsto the survival of theregimethen produced arapid descent into populist policiesthat
generated very similar resultsto those experienced in Ugandain the 1970s.

It made large and unbudgeted payoutsto War Veteransin August 1997, announced itsinten-
tion to seize land from white commercial farmers, invaded the Democr atic Republic of the
Congo, and imposed tight controls over the exchangeratein 1998. It over-valued the currency
and ran a growing fiscal deficit to provide services, but also to reward its political supporters—
politically connected business elites and manager s of par astatals wer e given favour ed accessto
contracts, subsidies and forex. Theloss of the Constitutional Referendum in 2000 and growth
of the MDC led it to encourage violent farm invasions by war veterans and even occupations
of commercial and industrial businesses. Thisenabled it to promiseland to rural supportersin
timefor the Presidential election and securetheloyalty of senior paliticians, officials, judges
and army officers by allocating them large farms,

Theresult was hyper-inflation, the destruction of personal and cor por ate savings, widespr ead
bankruptcies, an end of thetourist industry, and a serious declinein export earning and food
production. All donor support to the government was withdrawn, although humanitarian aid
was still provided through NGOs. By late 2003 the Zim dollar was worth 825 on the official
but 8,000 US dollars on the official markets; inflation was over 500%, fuel shortages had
brought traffic to a virtual standstill, trains had almost stopped running, and power outages
had become a regular feature of daily life. The MDC organised a series of successful national
strikes, and the gover nment’sloss of control over forex even appeared to threaten its ability to
maintain its control over thearmy and policeif there wasto be widespread civil disobedience.
Most observersbelieved that its days were number ed.

At the end of 2003 the regime attempted to restore political order by devaluing currency, rais-
ing interest ratesto control inflation, and reduce power and fuel subsidies,and giving thegrain
Marketing Board a monopoly over maize purchases. The government’s accessto forex in-
creased, inflation declined and fuel shortages weretemporarily eliminated. These changes al-
leviated the problem though also had a significant political downside since many banks and
companies owned by ZANU PF notables that had depended on political rents werethreatened

14 See Brett, (2005); Botchwey et d., (1998); Robinson, (2002); Bond & b Manyanya,, (2002).



with bankruptcy, although most wer e subsequently rescued by accessto ‘ Productive Sector
Loans, reinforcing the state' s control over the capitalist class. This apparent restoration of
order, combined with the systematic use of state power, including a virtual monopoly of food
supplies, enabled the regime to marginalizethe MDC and win atwo-thirdsmajority at the
elections held in March 2005."

However, this palitical victory ssmply compounded the developing economic crisisthat had
been postponed by the reforms of 2003. The forex shortage, ssemming from the over-valued
exchangerate and destruction of commercial agricultureintensified. In March the official
ratewas Z$ 6,000 to the $, the unofficial about 12,000, by the end of the month it was closer to
18,000, it isnow in theregion of 25,000. Fuel shortages have stopped most road traffic; Grow-
ing unemployment and food shortages have for ced the poor into ‘borrowing, reducing the
number and size of meals and skipping meals on some days (FEWSNET cited in IRIN-
NEWS.org. Report 46947 9/5/2005); while even the elitearefinding it hard to buy basic sup-
pliesin supermarkets; new investment has ceased and firmsare closing every day.

Theregimereacted to these threats with even mor e extreme, and even mor e counter -
productive interventions. It responded to food shortages by introducing sub-economic prices
for basic commaodities, only to find that the super market shelves emptied and food was being
sold at what wer e described as ‘exorbitant’ prices by informal traders. Its attempt to control
the exchangerate had also driven most forex, now increasingly supplied by remittances from
Zimbabweans who had been forced to migrate to seek work, into theinformal market. Inre-
sponseit launched ‘Operation Murambatsvina' (or ‘Drive out Rubbish’) in May in which the
police and army launched a major attack on informal settlementsand marketsin which

... some 700,000 peoplein cities across the country have lost either their homes, their sources
of livelihood or both. Indirectly, a further 2.4 million people have been affected in varying
degrees. Hundreds of thousands of women, men and children were made homeless without
accessto food, water, sanitation or health care (UN, 2005).

Thisattack not only constitutesa ‘crime against humanity’ but will also lead to further eco-
nomic decline, not only in the urban infor mal sector, but alsoin therural economy that relied
on urban remittances, and in the formal economy that supplied the informal sector with inputs
and services. (See Bracking, 2005)

The manipulation of economic rentsand the use of coer cive state power to gain the support of
key constituencies and impose itswill on the capitalist class goes some way to show why ‘busi-
ness people or votersare still so disinclined to punish leadersfor poor performance in Africa
(Booth, 2005:494). However, political stability doesnot only depend on the ability to manipu-
late votes since it is much easier for government to ‘rig an election than an economy.’** Con-

1> The government only allowed the election to be monitored by sympathetic African observers who gave the process a
qualified endorsement. However, widespread irregul arities were recorded in a detailed survey of 105 constituencies con-
ducted for a consortium of local NGOs by the National Constitutional Association. These included the use of violence
by ‘ZANU PF supporters, youth militia, and agents of the State’, and ‘the political use of food ... in 74% of the con-
stituencies sampled. (NCA, 2005)

18 Personal Communication, John Makumbe, University of Zimbabwe..



fronted with a growing paralysisin the economic system the budget and foreign exchange con-
straint have now for ced theregimeto look for external support from South Africaand China,
itsonly supporterswith sufficient resourcesto giveit support. Preliminary reports suggests
that the M beki regime has offered to provide financial support, but only on the basis of policy
conditions that would threaten the political and economic autonomy of the regime. The Chi-
nese have continued to make positive statements about economic support, but it isunclear
whether they arelikely to come up with the billion US dollarsthat the regime needsif it isto
deal with itsfood, fuel, fiscal and foreign exchange crises.

Economic Transfers and Political Breakdown

These two accounts have much in common. In both cases new post-colonial regimeswere rep-
resented dispar ate constituencies united mainly by their opposition to foreign control, and by
their common sense of exclusion. In power they confronted the same contradiction. The eco-
nomic growth they needed to provide employment and sustain the state depended on firms
dominated by what they saw asimmigrant communities whose monopolistic privileges had
been used to exclude their communities from wealth and status. It was ther eforeinconceivable
that they could fail to usetheir new political power to shift resourcesfrom historically privi-
leged to historically disadvantaged groups, however strong therisk that thiswould undermine
the viability of the productive system that sustained them.

This contradiction between the need for redistribution and the privileges of an entrenched
economic elite confronts every radical political movement that depends on an economically
mar ginalized constituency as opposed to conser vative ones sustained by the economic €lite.
Historically they have adopted inter ventionist economic programmes as a mechanism for
transferring resourcesto their constituencies—in the former casethisinvolvesthe creation of
what Kohli callsa ‘cohesive capitalist state’ in which state power isused to suppress markets
in order to build the national economy, by maintaining ‘a close alliance with producer or capi-
talist groups’, and ‘tight control over labor’ that generally dependson a ‘repressive and
authoritarian’ politics supported by nationalist ‘ideological mobilization.” He contrasts these
economically effective regimeswith neopatrimonial states organised as ‘nominal democracies
or dictatorships with ‘personalistic leader s unconstrained by normsor institutions, and bu-
reaucracies of poor quality’ and wher e ‘ officeholder stend to treat public resources astheir
personal patrimony’ (K ohli, 2004:9/10)."

He showsthat the stability and economic effectiveness of the cohesive states of East Asia has
depended on the close links between the economic and political elites, and the ability of the lat-
ter not only to use state power to direct support to the former, but also to force them to deliver
high quality economic performancein exchange. This, in turn, enabled them to maintain the
compliance, even the consent of the subordinated classesin exchange for constantly rising
standards of living. The critical question that confrontsall of those concerned to ‘make pov-
erty history in Africa’ iswhy most African states have been unableto emulate the perform-

7 K ohli offers detailed analyses of South Korea and Nigeria as examples of these two extreme types, and of Brazil and
India as intermediate cases.



ance of their Asian counterparts. The scale of this paper only allowsusto provide a few very
general commentson thisissue.

The cor poratist nature of the statesinherited from the colonial period in both cases was super -
ficially smilar to thosein East Asia, although the levels of state and human capacity wer e far
lower. Gover nmentsther efore wer e given theright to use state power to support domestic
capital formation, and, especially in the Ugandan case, also given access to consider able for -
eign aid in their attemptsto dothis. In both cases, however, they did initially attempt to follow
a cor por atist but pro-capitalist path, moderated by improved levels of social provision. Neo
liberal theorists have subsequently attributed these failuresto the state-led nature of their
strategies, but the Asian literature, and the brief accounts given here suggest that thishad far
moreto do with the political and economic characteristics of the two countries, and notably
with therelationship between the regime on the one hand and the economic and bureaucratic
elites, and the subordinated classes on the other.

First, whilethe Asian states were ableto sustain a close but relatively autonomous relationship
with private capital, the two African states vacillated between reluctant tolerance of and out-
right hostility to the expatriate dominated fractions of the economic elite. In Uganda thefirst
decade saw the replacement of almost all of the former colonial official classand increasing
restraints on the activities of the Asian commer cial and manufacturing class. In Zimbabwe it
saw reluctant tolerance associated with official controlsthat significantly constrained their
freedom of action, and especially new entrants. In Uganda, that initially followed a ‘right
wing' rather than ‘left wing® Tanzanian path, the state did actively support the activities of
new African entrepreneurs, although this group was so weak that it depended heavily on state
privileges and protection from its Asian competitors. In Zimbabwe the ‘socialist’ ideology and
desireto suppressall potentially autonomous groups within the local society led to the neglect,
even suppression of indigenous capitalist firms.*® This policy was succeeded by a commitment
to ‘Black Economic Empowerment’ in the 1990s, but benefits were confined to politically con-
nected, compliant, and often inefficient firms.

The controlsimposed on the most efficient fractions of the local business class, and the de-
pendent nature of the new African business class had seriously inhibited the development of a
progr essive capitalist growth process at the point at which both regimes wer e confronted by
serious political challenges—in 1972 in Uganda, and in 2000 in Zimbabwe. In both casesthe
regime attempted to buy support by expropriating ‘foreign’ owned assets and transferring
them directly to itsown supporters. In both casesthis process was carried out under such po-
litical duress, and with so little preparation and control that it led to a major destruction of
assets, and cumulative economic decline. Both moves wer e justified by recourseto arac-
ist/nationalist ideology that initially increased local political support amongst key local
stakeholders, although it led to isolation by western powers. In the Ugandan case the violence
associated with the Amin regime lost it the support of its neighboursand led it to cultivate
close linkswith the Islamic world, and Saudi Arabiain particular. In Zimbabwe the combina-

'8 Interviews 2003 with Strive Masivawa, CEO ECONET Wireless, and Johanthan Openheimer, CEO Anglo American
Harare 1995-7; Nicholas, (1994); Wild (1997).



tion of and anti-colonial rhetoric and formal adherence to competitive elections has enabled it
to retain the support of most African countries, and South Africain particular.

Second, he statist nature of the two regimes gave the bureaucratic classa critical rolein the
process of national development. In both casesthe state apparatus was used to reward sup-
porters and to enfor ce economic controls, aswell asto provide social and economic services.
Both were able to improve service provision during the first decade of independence, Uganda
with heavy foreign aid, Zimbabwe because it retained the services of far more of the senior
cadreswho saw themselves as settlersrather than expatriates. In Uganda the ‘bureaucratic
bourgeoisie’ was actively involved in using its position to build up private economic assets
from an early stage. (Brett, 1978) This process also occurred in Zimbabwe in the 1980s but ac-
celerated in the 1990s as the commitment to ‘socialist’ principles waned and theinfluence of a
‘ZANU crony’ classincreased. The military absorbed increasing resourcesin both countries,
in Ugandato deal with internal threats, in Zimbabwe to deal with external threatsfrom
Apartheid South Africa. These processes of ‘primitive accumulation’ involving the ‘seizure or
transfer of assets by the stateto support ‘the emergence of thefirst few generations of capital-
ists Khan, 2000:25; see also Marx, 1867/1954: Part 8) have occurred in virtually every coun-
try during heinitial stages of capitalist development. The key issue here, as Khan argues, is
not the processitself as neo-classical economists assume, but whether they tend to create a
progressive new class, or only ‘result in tremendous wastage and theft.” (Ibid.) In both cases
the shift from arelatively rational and controlled process of capitalist classformation, to one
involving lar ge-scale ‘wastage and theft’ was not a function of an inherent tendency to ‘the
politics of the belly’ (Bayart, 1993) in Africa, but to the nature of the political and economic
crisesthat confronted these regimes at the start of the 1970s and end of the 1990s.

Third, the post-colonial process of class and state formation in both countries provided very
limited benefits to the mass of the African population, in Ugandain particular. The nationalist
movements represented a class alliance between an African petty bour geoisie made up of mid-
dlelevel state and cooper ative officials and entrepreneurs, and an African peasantry and
working class. The mor e developed natur e of the capitalist economy in Zimbabwe had gener -
ated arelative strong working class, and a highly mar ginalized peasantry living, for the most
part, on low-grade communal land. Uganda had a far mor e egalitarian structure based on
peasant agriculturethat dominated food and export production, and small-scale entrepre-
neurswho operated in informal markets mar ginalized by the dominance of the Asian com-
mer cial class. The€litist nature of the Ugandan development processin the 1960s, together
with very rapid population growth, meant that the peasantry and informal sector probably
lost rather than gained, whilethe‘northern’ and increasingly illegitimate natur e of theregime
further alienated the subordinated classesin the South. The Zimbabwe regimewas abletore-
tain the support of all the subordinated classesin the 1980s as we have seen, although itsfail-
ureto expand formal employment generated an increasingly disillusioned urban class for ced
into survivalist economic activities. (GEMINI, 1994) Thedrastic reduction in labour security
and jobsinduced by the ESAP programme further intensified urban discontent, although it
improved conditionsfor some, but not all of the communal area farmers.



These processes had a critical impact on the political and economic stability of the regimes.
The Obote and Amin regimes were never abletorely on political support in the heavily popu-
lated and economically dominant southern districts, forcing them to operate in increasingly
‘commandist’ ways (Campbell, 1979). It also meant that the peasantry was willing to support
the National Resistance Army during the 1981-1985 civil war, despite the systematic violence
they suffered at the hands of the national army.*® The growth of educated unemployment and
the alienation of the urban working classin Zimbabwe, wher e the regime did need to main
sufficient support to win regular elections, was crucial to the political crisisof the late 1990s,
manifested in the economically destabilising demands of the War Veteransin 1997, theradi-
calisation of the trade union movement in the mid 1990s, and the emer gence of a power ful op-
position party in the form of the MDC in 1999. It was the economically counter-productivere-
sponseto thesethreatsthat initiated the downward spiral that ultimately produced the cumu-
lative breakdownsthat have yet to be over come.

Conclusion
Political Power, Fragile States and Economic Breakdown in Africa

These cases clearly have very important implications for our under standing of the processes
that have produced the economic and political breakdownsthat have characterised so many
African states over the past 30 years, and of the solutionsthat might be availableto deal with
them. We conclude by raising what appear to bethe key insightsthey offer to usin both areas
—first in relation to the shifts from the political economy of ‘order’ to that of ‘disorder,” and
second in relations to the dominant strategies being currently pursued by the development
community to deal with them.

Both of these experiences suggest that what we have to under stand is not the existence of some
uniquely African predisposition to predatory politics, but the way in which the social and eco-
nomic inequalities and weaknesses inherited at independence produced a transition from order
to disorder, from fragmented multi-class states™ to failed states, locked into regressive proc-
esses of cumulative causation that rapidly destroyed their capacity to survivein the modern
world system. Here three critical aspects of this process need to be emphasised.

First, it would have been inconceivable that new regimes could have failed to respond to the
redistributive demands of their constituents, and failed to take some stepsto shift resourcesto
an African petty bourgeoisie that had been systematically excluded from economic and bu-
reaucratic power by the previous dispensation. Thisnecessarily demanded inter ventionist
programmesthat would not have been possible in a context governed by the free market prin-
ciplesthat were subsequently invoked to explain these failures and to addressthem. We have
also seen that it wastheintroduction of market principlesthat actually intensified the distri-
bution crisisin Zimbabwe and prepared the way for thetransition from order to disorder.
However we have also to recognise that it was thereduction in economic productivity that was

¥ Interview Lt. Colonel Serwanga Lwanga, NRA.
2 K ohli refers to these as ‘ that command authority and a public arenawithin them si often well enough established htat
leaders are helt accountable for poor public policies and performance.” (2004:11)



produced by these policiesthat also threatened the political and economic viability of there-
gime, asaresult of thelosses of skills, constraints on investment and transfer of assetsfrom
highly efficient non-African groupsto a new and inexperienced African class. Balancing these
contradictory processesisatall order under any circumstances; one should hardly be sur-
prised that so many countries have been unable to manageit well enough to survive.

Second, this process, once started, produced cumulative and increasingly irreversible results,
that continuously intensified the stress on the regime, and thereforeitstendency to resort to
increasingly extractive, oppressive and destructive solutionsto the challengesthat it con-
fronted. Replacing an experienced colonial bureaucracy reduced state capacity; restricting in-
vestment opportunities reduced output, jobs, taxes and foreign exchange; favouring well con-
nected individuals and tribes over othersincreased political resentment and reduced the secu-
rity of theregime. Thus, instead of expanding both economic opportunities and opportunities
for upward mobility thistended to compressthem, intensifying the political demandsfor fur-
ther and even moreregressive redistributive policies. And once both states crossed the Rubi-
con by their devastating attacks on the sanctity of capitalist property rightsin 1972 and 2000,
they experienced economic declines of such magnitude that were clearly out of their control
and that forced them into more and mor e destructive expedients.

Third, both crises can be directly attributable to the unwillingness of the regimesto subject
themselves to democratic accountability when therewas a clear possibility that they would lose
power asaresult. Thiswas most obviousin Uganda, wherethe original suspension of democ-
racy in the mid-sixties kept an increasingly isolated group in power with military support, and
thisthen led to a period of oppressive military rule. Given therelatively well-developed state
apparatusin Uganda, and the quality of the southern political elite that wasready to take over
in the mid-sixties, a peaceful handover of power would undoubtedly have led to a far different
outcome. But theissueisequally present in Zimbabwe, wher e the beginnings of ‘disorder’ can
be traced to the point wheretheregimerealised that it waslosing its support and started mak-
ing increasingly counter-productive handoutsto retrieveit. Thisin many waysreflectsthe
problems of regimesthat have not yet built political movements based on an ‘encompassing’
set of social interests, and are therefore constantly dominated by the regressive demands of
groupswith only ‘partial’ interests.

These cases also raise many difficult questions about the inadequacies of the political analysis
and interventions of the development community identified at the start of thisarticle. The do-
nor community, aswe saw there, findsit difficult to address the complex and intensely contra-
dictory political and economic realitiesthat have generated the regressive outcomesthat they
are now desper ately seeking to reverse. Their prescriptions are still heavily dominated by a
liberal pluralist logic that believesthat solutions depend on the creation of democratic ac-
countability and competitive markets supported by substantial increasesin aid to build human
capital and infrastructure. It findsit almost impossible to identify a consistent and positivere-
sponseto the existence of authoritarian and patrimonial states. The main responseisto mar-

! The analysis relies on Olson, 1997 here. His insecure * stationary bandit’ theory is highly relevant, especially to the
Ugandan csase.



ginalize them further by withdrawing all support and directing this exclusively to states with
‘good policies'.

In theworst cases - Uganda in the 1970s and Zimbabwe now - this has been combined with
systematic withdrawal of all support from theregime. Given the politics of the international
aid market, it isvery difficult to do anything else, since any contributionsto such regimeswill
legitimately be seen as a way of keeping them in power. In fact, asthe post 1986 transition in
Uganda demonstrated, the most important single factor that can, with effective external sup-
port, lead to effective reconstruction can be the replacement of a compromised regime with a
new one. Thereislittledoubt that thisiswhat is most needed in Zimbabwe now. However, this
denial of all support apart from humanitarian aid provided by NGOs also meansthat most aid
isdenied to the poorest peoplein the countriesthat need it most.

It isimpossible to provide an adequate response to this serious dilemma her e, except to say
that the foregoing analysis suggeststhat the critical problem that confrontsall fragile statesis
the weakness of their state appar atuses, the under developed natur e of their economic elites,
and the weakness of the social and political movementsthat should be the critical element in
forcing regimesto implement progressiverather than regressive policies. Hence building ‘po-
litical capacity’ in weak states needsto extend beyond the confines of support for formal state
structures, although, given the significance of the capacity of the state appar atus, it needsto
include that sort of support aswell. Thisanalysis also suggests that the ability of entrenched
regimesto manipulate electoral processes, also limitsthe ability of formal democratic proc-
essesto influence their behaviour, while the need to buy support can also intensify pressures
on already over-extended and over-exposed regimes, and lead them into extreme policiesthat
produce destructive long-term results. Yet the political impunity that created the ‘embedded
autonomy’ in East Asia, has served to per petuate predatory political systemsin Africa, soit
would be naiveto give up the demand for greater democratisation. Perhapsthe one positive
fact that emergesfrom both casesisthat the intensification of both budgetary and foreign ex-
change pressur es stemming from irresponsible policies does ultimately imposereal constraints
on the behaviour of such regimes, although only at the expense of immense costs and suffering.

The positive effects of a willingnessto combine strong economic support for areformingre-
gime, and to tolerate a very slow and partial introduction of democr atic institutions has been a
major element in sustaining the successful shift from the politics of disorder to order in
Ugandathat hastaken place since 1986. (Brett 1994;1998) The failureto give Zimbabwe more
support for land reform in the 1980s and subsequently, and to support itsfiscal deficit and
support itsvulnerableindustrial base during itstransition in thefirst half of the 1990s clearly
contributed to the shift from order to disorder that took place after 1997. Strengthening sup-
port for regimes before they reach the point where crisesturn into irreversible breakdownsis
therefore clearly thecritical element in dealing with weak states; finding waysto strengthen
the capacity and autonomy of social and political movementsin situations of breakdown with-
out reinforcing regressive regimesisthecritical but immensely difficult challenge confronting
both the domestic and external groups attempting to challenge them.
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