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The biggest problem is the vicious cycle.  We have a population without skills.  While we retrain, we must import skills from advanced countries.  For that you need dollars.  But to have dollars you have to produce exports.  To produce exports you need people with skills. 

 ~Yoweri Museveni ~

The economic development of Africa has been helped as well as hindered by a vast range of both internal and external factors.  One of the most interesting phenomena that has impacted the continents economic development is that of what I call out-of-African’s; the continents external constituents who have immigrated to the developed world.  The relationships between these external constituents and their home countries has created an informal or secondary structure of international capital flows; the doppleganger of the formal state structure and its relationship with international donors and investors.  


The standard economic development paradigm in third world, or developing, countries -- and in Africa in particular -- involves the active participation of international donor agencies who finance infrastructure through a formal relationship with governments.  Such donor agencies range from International Finance Institutions (IFIs) such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, to the governments of countries in the developed world.  In theory, the incentive for these donors to assist in the development of African countries is derived from the notion that more developed economies will have better terms of trade and help the global economy to expand.  


Unfortunately this type of donor funding is bottlenecked by a clientalist social structure that operates in Africa.  This structure is one in which patron-client relationships overwrite the system of meritocracy which operates in the developed world.  Although there are several factors that inhibit the performance of the formal state relationship with international donor agencies, the nepotism involved in clientalist social structures, in many ways, hinder economic development.


On an ideological level, clientalist structures are admirable, they are the embodiment of  the social responsibility of the privileged to their kith and kin.  Despite some of the positive social effects of this, its operation within the formal structure has negative consequences on development because it is an exclusive system.  When in operation this system frustrates certain populations, specifically, those without the connections to enter into the formal state structure, and those whose skills do not receive the same return under this structure as they would in a meritocratic system.  Thus, these populations migrate into societies where their skills will be better acknowledged and appreciated.  


Migrant populations do not, however, sever ties with their countries of origin.  Parallel to the paradigm of inefficient state structures funded by international donor agencies, is the Doppelganger State: which effectively ensures that funds are channeled to the places where they are most needed, and the ‘people’ benefit from these informal flows of global capital.  The doppelganger state structure has emerged to offset the negative impact of clientalist practices in the formal state structure, although it is itself also based on patron-client relationships between globally based and locally based citizens.  


There are two strong categories of out-of-Africans, migrant traders, and members of the ‘Brain drain’.  These two categories have emerged for different reasons, and have impacted Africa’s economic development in different ways.  In this paper I will draw on theoretical analysis, the ethnographic research of myself and others, as well as some statistical analysis, in order to understand the causes and effects of emigration in the context of Africa’s political economy.  


In order to fully understand the functions of these external constituents in the development of Africa one must first understand the historical factors that have facilitated their emergence.

The moment of Independence


The decolonisation of Africa in the 1950’s and 60’s produced a continent of fragile new states, ill prepared for independence.  Political disagreements, in the clientalist context of the African state, often led to political conflicts, and, despite the rhetoric of independence, the nature of governance did not change dramatically between the colonisers, and the political elites of early independence.  Almost all countries faced the problem of intense poverty.  Africa was economically underdeveloped and often relied on exports of one or two commodities; a fall in the global market price of one of these key products was, and is, a major economic disaster [Lowe, 1997].  It is in this context that Africa's current political, social and economic problems have developed.  


Modern Africa is ensnared in a downward spiral.  Indeed each individual country has its own experiences to speak of, but an analysis of the continent as a whole shows the following trend:  Post colonial states were, for a variety of reasons, unable to operate efficiently and effectively.  This ineffectiveness was exacerbated by the economic difficulties and corruption, which are, according to De Sardan [1999], irrefutably linked.  Economic collapse and corruption result in disillusionment of a progressive urban minority.  In  some cases, this urban minority would then launch rebel movements in the hopes of overturning governments.  The violence that inevitably ensues increases the economic tension, which in turn increases corruption at different levels, followed inevitably by an increase in urban disillusionment and more violence [De Sardan, 1999].  In other instances these groups and others simply become so disillusioned by economic collapse that they choose to emigrate to developed countries [Apraku, 1991].   

The Functions of Democracy in Africa



Modern concepts of a functioning government are often, if not always, enveloped by the idea of an operational liberal democracy structure.  “Democracy has become the unifying discourse which is supposed to tame national and international politics and to foster peaceful coexistence in a world set at odds by the ideological struggles of the Cold War” [Ake, 2000].  Modern Liberal democracy is essentially government by the consent of the people.  This notion of consent of the people has become problematic in Africa where different political factions draw on clientalist ties in various regions creating political tensions.  These tensions emerge from the ambiguous definition ‘of the people.’ That is, the people can be sub divided into numerous small ethnic or regional groups, identify themselves as such, and subscribe to a politician who speaks to that identity.  In order for the notion of rule by the consent of the people to function, there must be a quorum within the national identity.  The practice of clientalist politics in Africa makes this difficult to achieve.  Despite this difficulty, African nations continue to strive towards ‘democracy’ because in the world today, democracy, as it functions in the industrialised world, has been deemed a prerequisite for participation in the global economy.  

The Third World and the Global Economy


The process of globalisation and its economic impact has had disastrous effects on the poor communities of the world.  The phenomenon as we understand it today began in the 1970’s as a consequence of the Oil Crises (1973 and 1979); the paradoxical success and failure of the Asian Tiger economies; changes in the topology of international finance, as a result of floating exchange rates and high speed communications; and, reforms in the USSR, eventually followed by its disintegration [McMichael, 2000:xxii-iii].  


Joseph Stiglitz [2000:215], writes that “in times of international crisis, government leaders like to feel there is someone in charge, that an international agency is doing something.  Today the IMF fills that role.”  The marriage of the Bretton Woods Institutions and the governments of developing countries took place in the post World War II era, with the Bretton Woods Institutions offering development loans to the Less Developed Countries (LDCs) of the third world at such surprisingly low interest rates, that the term ‘free money’ can be used to describe them.  However as the loans continued to flow into the LDCs there was little progress towards re-paying the money and a debt crisis insued.  To remedy this crisis, the International Finance Institutions prescribed Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs).  After closely analysing these policies, Stiglitz [2002:104] concludes that “there is little doubt that IMF . . . policies contributed to an environment that enhanced the likelihood of a crisis by encouraging, in some cases insisting on, an unwarrantedly rapid pace toward financial and capital market liberalisation.”

The post-colonial State and Corruption


By the late 1960’s Africa’s leading intellectuals were calling attention to moral corruption and political passivity in the wake of earlier hopes [Cooper, 2002].  There are several different theories as to the central source of the corruption of the African state.  But most of these theories draw on common pieces of evidence for support.  


Szeftel [2000], claims that a politics of factional competition over power and resources operates in Africa, a politics obsessed with the division of the political spoils.  According to his model, corruption is built into the system of governance in Africa based on the clientalist nature of the political parties that existed immediately after independence.  According to Szeftel the different clientalist factions, have changed, but the prevailing system of ‘delivery’ to a base of support, by whatever means necessary, is still in place.  


De Sardan [1999], proposes a different, but equally legitimate perception of corruption in Africa.  He believes that corruption is socially embedded in the logics of negotiation, gift-giving, solidarity, predatory authority and redistributive accumulation.  According to this model corruption, as it occurs in Africa, is very seldom viewed by the perpetrator as an inappropriate act, but through various modes of justification actors can convince themselves that corrupt behaviours are legitimate.  He also points out that often, economic conditions are such that people, especially low level civil servants, are left with very little choice.  Thus corruption has become “a common and routine element of the functioning of the administrative and para-administrative apparatus, from top to bottom.  This being the case, corruption is neither marginal nor sectoralised or repressed, but is generalised and banalised” [De Sardan, 1999].  


Attached to the generalised nature of corruption is the general disgust and disillusionment that accompanies it, and can potentially lead to a violent situation.  As those who deem themselves to be victims of corruption are continually faced with growing inequalities of wealth, the fire behind the urban lumpen, as described by Mkandawire [2002], is fueled.


In the circumstances of State and economic collapse that many African countries were experiencing in the early part of the post-independence era (1960-1990 approximately), an informal or second economy [MacGaffrey and Bazenguissa-Ganga, 2000] developed in much of the continent.  This informal economic structure plays a significant role both politically and economically, acting in a capacity parallel to, and often intertwined with the state.  In the age of globalization, a new phenomenon is feeding into the functioning of the second economy, namely the contribution of immigrant traders, and unrecorded remittances from immigrants to the First World.  

Migrant Traders


The effects of the SAPs have had an overwhelming effect on the poor communities of the world.  Moves towards privatisation and the devaluation of local currencies makes it almost impossible for the poor to improve their lot. In order to cope with this many people rely on the thrust of personal relationships to compensate for the lack of a functioning state apparatus.   They create “their own system of values and status, their own order amidst disorder; and evading a venal bureaucracy and an oppressive state by operating in the second economy to find opportunities to better their lives.” [MacGaffrey and Bazenguissa-Ganga, 2000: 4]. As the official state structure collapses, more and more people turn to second economy activities creating a viscous cycle.  MacGaffrey and Bazenguissa-Ganga [2000] go on to define the second economy as follows:

“The second economy consists of activities that are unmeasured, unrecorded and, in varying degrees, outside or on the margins of the law, and which deprive the state of revenue.  Some of these activities break the law, others are legitimate in themselves but are carried out in a manner that avoids taxation.” 

Thus we can see that second economy activities are very difficult to analyse due to a lack of documentation.  

Getting in to the Second Economy

Migrant traders play an important role in the maintenance of the second economy.  They migrate to the developed countries, often their former coloniser, where they believe that there will be greater financial opportunity.  Indeed, “with respect to migration, there seems a consensus that economic factors are primary in the sense that people migrate mainly to improve their economic well-being.  This  suggests that migration is a response to economic incentives arising largely from disequilibria between labour markets and within different regions” [Adepiju, 1977: 218].  


Thus there is a flow of labour and capital movements out of poor African communities and into the developed world.  Once these migrants have arrived in the developed world they initially struggle to find housing and employment, largely because many of them are undocumented. MacGaffrey and Bazenguissa-Ganga [2000], conducted an ethnography of second economy migrant traders in Paris in the summer of 1994.  They found that although migrants left their countries of origin due to economic exclusion, they were often met with exclusion upon their arrival in France.  Documented immigrants were discriminated against in the job market, those who were well qualified could not always find jobs suited to their level of expertise [MacGaffrey and Bzenguissa-Ganga, 2000:43].  The larger number of undocumented immigrants found it even more difficult to assimilate into Parisian society and were thus forced into second economy operations.

How to run a clandestine business


Running a second-economy trade involves skirting around many boundaries and state structures in order to make a profit.  These boundaries are negotiated by the traders.  James Scott proposes that the discourse between the boundaries and the traders takes place “‘off-stage,’ beyond the observation of the powers that be.  He calls this discourse a ‘hidden transcript’, and finds the frontier between public official transcripts and hidden transcripts to be a zone of constant struggle. not a solid wall, between those who dominate and those who are subordinate.” [Scott, 1990 cited in MacGaffrey and Bzenguissa-Ganga, 2000: 79]. 


The capacity of the dominant power to define and control these boundaries is a significant measure of their power.  Jeffrey Herbst [1990] discusses the way in which migration as a means of escape from an unpopular authority has been undermined in the post-colonial era, explaining that power must now be contested within the existing borders.  But Herbst explains that rather than remaining trapped by an unpopular autocrat within set borders, an exit option in many African countries is escape to the informal sector and engage in illegal or gray area activities so that they are beyond the reaches of the dysfunctional state [Herbst. 1990:194].  In partaking in the second economy, traders still have to confront these boundaries and find ways of crossing them.  Interestingly, MacGaffrey and Bzenguissa-Ganga [2000:89] have observed that those migrant traders in the developed world who “live clandestinely do not live a hidden life: they simply do not exist as far as the authorities are concerned, because they have no legal status.”


The trade of these immigrants goes in several directions.  MacGaffrey and Bzenguissa-Ganga [2000: 56-57] explain that the goods might be obtained by theft, or imported from African countries, and sold to other immigrants in Paris.  Alternatively, goods might be exported out of Paris and sent home for sale in urban market places.  In addition, certain African countries can obtain easier access into certain European countries, the trade of specific goods goes across African borders as well as into and out of Europe.  In other words, the second economy trade in Africa functions on the principle of comparative advantage based on citizenship and the right to residency in different countries.  


The traders interviewed by MacGaffrey and Bzenguissa-Ganga in 1994 were Parisian immigrants from Kinshasa and Brazzaville.  They would buy goods in other European countries and sell them to the African communities in France, or take them back to Brazzaville or Kinshasa and sell them there.  These traders would form networks of customers by word of mouth by telephone, in streets and cafes, or at football stadiums in the summer.  For some of the traders, their business in Paris was an expansion on their unlicensed trading activities that began back in Africa [MacGaffrey and Bzenguissa-Ganga, 2000:82-83]. 


In carrying out second economy activities, migrant traders must transgress legal as well as physical boundaries.  They evade legal boundaries by engaging in unlicensed and illegal activities and by evading taxes by keeping fraudulent or incomplete accounts.  One migrant trader reported the following to MacGaffrey and Bzenguissa-Ganga [2000: 93]

“It is easy to conceal illegal purchases.  In grocery stores like ours the tax collector cannot exercise control, there is no means of doing it.  Those who supply me don’t always write bills.  I don’t tell the taxman that I buy from peddlers and, when I do, I don’t leave any record.  Only by writing out a bill does one declare what one has bought.”

Coping with territorial boundaries


Herbst [1990:188] reminds us that at for most African countries at independence,”the closing of international borders became an important symbol of sovereignty in what were usually very tenuous states.”  It is ironic, then that these borders are now physical locations at which the state is clearly undermined.  There are many possible ways for migrant traders bringing goods into Africa to skirt around borders.  Many of these methods depend on circumstance, particularly the physical features of the border which provide different cloaks to the smuggling of goods.  But one of the features that is characteristic of borders seems to exist throughout the continent: corrupt customs officials.  


As has been explained above, one of the results of state and economic collapse is the engagement of civil servants in corrupt activities because their official earnings are not enough to make ends meet.  Migrant traders look for ways of evading customs duties levied at border posts because, “If you have to pay the full dues, you make a loss” [MacGaffrey and Bazenguissa-Ganga, 200: 96].  In order to avoid this traders often bribe the customs official or use personal connections with customs officials.  Many customs officials would prefer to take a smaller amount of money for their own pocket, than to collect high import duties and hand the money over to the state.  


The wealthy also participate in clandestine transactions, but they have privileged access to the most profitable sectors of the second economy.  “Political office or contacts with the powerful enable them to evade state regulations and to cross legal and institutional boundaries with impunity” [MacGaffrey and Bazenguissa-Ganga, 2000: 106]. Thus they trade on a greater scale and in more profitable commodities such as gold, diamonds, cobalt and coffee. By accumulating wealth through this trade, the wealthy maintain and consolidate their class position.


Another irony in this behaviour is that one of the prescriptions of SAPs is the liberalization of international trade, but these migrant traders in their resistance to the economic structures set up by SAPs are still forced to smuggle their goods across borders.  Diawara [1998:145] explains that

“The markets’ competition with the nation-states and their multinational allies over the control of economic culture in West Africa has led to the politicization of merchants, who see in the new schemes of democratisation and globalisation noting more than a means of taking business away from the markets and delivering it to [foreign competitors].  On the other hand, African governments and the World Bank blame the failure of development projects on the markets where corrupt merchants peddle smuggled goods at very low prices and prevent the rise of legitimate entrepreneurs who pay taxes.”  

Brain Drain


SAPs have tended to improve the financial circumstances of the wealthy in Africa, while making life markedly more difficult for the poor.  The wealthy, in most African countries, tend to be the class of urban elites who inherited the newly independent African nations from their former colonisers; a fusion class that blended their local identities with the customs and cultures of their colonisers, many of whom lived and were educated in the West.  I believe that, Africa’s second independence that came as a result of democratic and economic openings in the 1990’s [Mkandawire and Soludo, 1999] will also be strongly supported by a small and privileged class of migrants who are living, working or being educated in the west, not only for reasons of ideology and strong leadership, but for far more pragmatic reasons of economics.  


The sustained economic privilege of the urban elites, through SAPs has enabled them to endow their children with high levels of education and training, and indeed many of their children have been sent to Europe or the United States to be educated.  When I asked one of my informants why she went to the United States to study she replied

“Well, there is definitely a West is Best mentality when it comes to education, and there are a lot more options of things to study.  Besides U.K.
 is always on strike so your education is stunted because of that.” 


Initially emmigration from Africa was predominantly of unskilled labourers.  Since independence however, this pattern has changed and a large proportion of the emmigrants is now constituted by students and highly skilled persons
 .  Often people move to the developed world in the hopes of improving their training and they never return.  In addition, some highly skilled Africans become so frustrated by economic decline, low salaries and deteriorating standards of social services, that they have found it necessary to emigrate to the west.  

The Brain Drain: Costs and Benefits

This loss of professionals has both positive and negative effects on the functioning of the official state economies in Africa.  Adepiju [1977:225] summarised the negative effects of this phenomenon, popularly known as the ‘Brain Drain.’

“While shortage of critical manpower -- professionals, technicians, scientists etc. -- constitutes a strong bottleneck to the execution of development programs in Africa, the continent’s high level manpower is gradually syphoned off while similar skills have had to be imported at exhorbitant costs.  Whereas the emigration of unskilled persons -- who are more easily replaceable -- may have salutary effects in reductions in unemployment and in income inequality, and enhance the job-finding chances and income earning prospects of hose who remain, large-scale emigration (in terms of the quantum of such skills in the country) can directly hinder the pace of development.”    

This emigration of skilled professionals has coincided with the economic difficulties that have accompanied SAPs.  The push from IFIs for African governments to reduce spending is essentially an imposition of budget constraints.  In such circumstances they can not provide adequate social services, nor can they pay salaries to their educated blue and white collar employees.  Resultantly these employees emigrate to the developed world where their skills will bring a greater personal return.  Ironically, as the economic conditions worsen and the need for skilled Africans increases, more and more African professionals and technicians have found it necessary to migrate to the developed world [Apraku, 1991: 59].  The Ugandan president Yoweri Museveni lamented this situation in interview given in 1989.

“The biggest problem is the vicious cycle.  We have a population without skills.  While we retrain, we must import skills from advanced countries.  For that you need dollars.  But to have dollars you have to produce exports.  To produce exports you need people with skills” [Times 6 November 1989, cited in Apraku, 1991:39].


Adepiju [1977] and Apraku [1991] both point out that we must think of the Brain Drain not only in terms of the leakage of productive labour out of African economies, but we must also consider the opportunity cost of “the resources devoted tot heir education, their productivity, and tax revenues to governments are generally very high” [Apraku, 1991: xxi].


The investment that Africa has made in this kind of emigrant is manifested in his level of education, training and experience.  By the early 1990’s, most African states had invested heavily in the education of their populations, with the total number of universities on the continent having risen from six, in 1960 (excluding South Africa), to eighty.  In addition to the loss of this public investment in the emigrants, there is also a loss of productivity as well as lost revenues in the form of taxes.  


Another important factor to consider is cost of replacing the skills lost in the Brain Drain.  “The cost of the loss is compounded when professionals and technicians of similar skills and experience are hired from outside to replace them at many times the cost of hiring local experts”  [Apraku, 1991: xxi].  Despite the heavy investments that several African nations have made, since independence, towards educating their populations, skilled labour remains scarce. 

“It is strongly argued that for developing countries in general, and Africa in particular, a minimum critical mass of talent and professional skills are needed for the modernisation process.  This critical mass is required for the formulation, planning, execution, and management of development projects and programs.” [Aparaku, 1991:45]

Thus, when skilled labour is leaked out of African economies, they have to import technicians and professionals to fill the positions, left vacant by emigrants.  The cost of keeping this replacement expertise is sometimes double or even triple the cost in their home countries [Aparaku, 1991:xx].  

“While there is a debate as to the relative importance of external and internal factors in explaining Africa’s poor economic performance, there is a growing consensus that the low level of human resources development and the limited supply of well-trained and experienced professionals to identify, prepare and manage development projects and programs in part account for the poor economic condition in most of the countries.” [Aparaku, 1991:xx]

The doppelganger state


Despite the serious losses to the economy that result from the Brain Drain, there are some returns to African nations in the form of remittances.  Migrant traders also contribute to the economies of their home countries through remittances.  “Studies are unanimous in that a high proportion of migrants remit money home, and at times regularly” [Adepiju, 1977:222].  In 1991, approximately 88% of African immigrants in the United States sent remittances to support their families and friends.  Nearly 20% of these would remit amounts ranging from $3,500 to over $10,000 annually [Apraku,1991: 50]. 


Remittances into Africa are not only intended for the support of family and friends, some migrants also remit money for the sake of private investment or to be used as start up capital for a new business.  Sometimes such remittances are in the form of cash, but often it is in the form of the goods themselves.  

“Merchandise from all over the world is on display in these traditional markets, which makes it impossible for the nation-states to control the flow of goods, currency exchange rates, and the net worth of markets.  Everything -- from computers and fax machines to brand name shoes and gold jewelry -- can be found, covered with dust, in the market place.” [Diawara, 1998:142-43]


The secondhand car trade described by MacGaffrey and Bazanguissa-Ganga [2000:90] is a strong example of this.  Often, wealth earned through second economy activities is invested in second hand car parts, or the cars themselves, which are then exported to the home country and used as taxis or resold by the family members or other associates of the migrant traders.  This type of remittance has a tangible and long term return to the family that is receiving the goods. 


The problem that arises is that such injections into the economy are not recorded or administered in any official way, thus they undermine the formal economy.  This situation is analogous to Whitaker’s [2002] analysis of international organised crime.  Whitaker [2002] draws parallels between the evolution of formal state structures and the evolution of organised crime to fit into a globalised world economy.  My proposal here similarly stipulates that the formal and state recognised structures are not the only means of operating foreign currency exchange.  


In Manthia Diawara’s [1998] description of West African markets, he devotes the following section to describe the nature of informal currency exchange:

“Merchants who specialize in currency exchange carry large bundles of Japanese yen, German marks, British pounds, French francs, and U.S. dollars in the deep pockets of the billowing trousers they wear under their long, loose gowns.” [Diawara, 1998:143]

Such foreign currency is injected into the African economy through unofficial means, and is likely to be traded at an unofficial rate.  The fact that this currency is also transmitted directly to individuals deprives the state of the opportunity of using it to purchase imports for the benefit of the larger society.  Despite this, Huraj Mesik [2003], suggests that remittances are the “most durable and basic form of development aid” to African countries.  This may be because it goes directly to those who need it, rather than being filtered through potentially corrupt state mechanisms.  


Such activities, unsanctioned by the state, in many ways deprive the state of resources that would be helpful for its development.  Yet state officials often take part in these activities.  “An employee of an African embassy in The Hague, whose salary was hardly ever paid. . .managed to live by selling secondhand cars for this trade” [MacGaffrey and Bazanguissa-Ganga, 2000: 91].  In this way the doppleganger state is a result of, and is intertwined with the way in which the official state operates, but at the same time it challenges the strength of the official state.
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