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Preface

This second edition has been extensively revised in order to sharpen its
focus and reflect the current preoccupations in the study of Third World pol-
itics, especially the potential for sustainable democracy. The chapters on
military intervention, bureaucracy and political parties have been revised to
enable the implications which these institutions have for processes of
democratization to be explored. The old chapter on political stability has
been divided into two so that proper attention can be paid to theories of
democratic transition and consolidation. The Conclusion contains a discus-
sion on whether democracy or authoritarianism is preferable for a poor
country trying to develop economically and socially.

The provision of a critical introduction to the attempts of political scien-
tists to understand the politics of less developed countries remains the main
purpose of the book. While it provides a very wide range of empirical exam-
ples from many countries in several continents its central focus is on the
issues and controversies that have dominated the social science of Third
World politics since the 1950s and in particular on assessing the main theo-
ries that have been formulated that attempt to make systematic and rigorous
sense of political change.

The book commences with discussions of two topics that are an essential
preparation for what follows: the question of whether there is a ‘Third
World’; and the colonial backgrounds of most of today’s less developed
countries. To identify the types of society with which the book is concerned
Chapter 1 deals with the concept of a ‘third’ world. Different terminology is
used to label the countries and the circumstances in which they find them-
selves – developing, underdeveloped, poor, less developed – as well as
‘Third World’. These are not synonyms but denote interpretations of history.
The significance of labels is that they define subjects for analysis. So
Chapter 1 distinguishes the different meanings that have been attached to
the term ‘Third World’, to explain why doubts have been expressed about
the legitimacy of such a label. This also introduces the main socio-
economic problems facing Third World countries and the major changes
that have taken place since the end of the Second World War.

An understanding of imperialism is necessary not only to know the nature
of one of the most formative historical influences on today’s Third World,
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but also to comprehend the debates within the social sciences about the
legacy of that episode. Imperialism, a foundation of contemporary Third
World status, has been defined in different ways: obtaining sovereignty;
forceful annexation; a stage of capitalism; and colonialism. Imperialism is,
however, mainly an economic concept, while colonialism is mainly social
and political. Not all Third World countries were colonies, but all have been
affected by imperialism. The development of imperialism is briefly out-
lined, from pre-capitalist imperialism, through the transition from merchant
capital to industrial capital, to the acquisition of colonies in the nineteenth
century.

Chapter 2 draws a distinction between imperialism and colonialism, sets
out the main elements of the economistic explanations of imperialism, par-
ticularly that of the nineteenth century, evaluates these and alternative
explanations, and distinguishes between the different forms of European
imperialism and their impact on indigenous society. It notes the variability
of colonial intervention, the pragmatism contrasted with the assimilation-
ism of colonial policy, and the variability of local conditions in terms of fer-
tile land for cash cropping, the structure of communications, the presence of
mineral wealth, climatic conditions, indigenous social structures, levels of
urbanization, and forms of political organization. Consequently different
forms of colonial presence were felt: plantations, mining enclaves, the
encouragement of peasant cash cropping, European settlement, and combi-
nations of these.

The next two chapters deal with the main theoretical perspectives on the
overall quality of political change in the Third World, which try to explain
the situation in which such societies find themselves in terms of ‘modern-
ization’, ‘development’, ‘neo-colonialism’ and ‘dependency’. Chapter 3
locates the origins of modernization theory in evolutionary social theory
and its key concepts of continuity, progress, increased complexity and spe-
cialization. The main dimensions of modernization theory are discussed in
a neo-evolutionary perspective; the interrelationship between economic and
social values which it embodies; the concept of differentiation derived from
Durkheim and Parsons and entailing the specialization of political roles;
Weber’s concepts of secularization and rationality; and changes in cultural
patterns, exemplified by Parsons’ ‘pattern variables’ following the concep-
tualization of modern and pre-modern social patterns produced by Tönnies
in terms of Gemeinschaft (community) and Gesselschaft (association).

Modernization theory inspired an organic approach to comparative poli-
tics which was intended to integrate Third World political phenomena into
a new theoretical framework. The main arguments of the functionalist 
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perspective on comparative politics are presented, especially the con-
cepts of function and ‘structural differentiation’ when applied to political 
systems, the motivation behind this theoretical position, and the main criti-
cisms that have been levelled against it.

The idea of neo-colonialism explored in Chapter 4 questions the signifi-
cance of formal independence for post-colonial societies. It was assumed
that constitutional independence would mean that indigenous governments,
representing the interests of local people rather than alien groups, would
have sovereign state power at their disposal. However, what the new rulers
of many ex-colonies found was that the major proportion of the resources
available to them were controlled from metropolitan centres that hitherto
had ruled their countries directly. Within political science the political man-
ifestations of this domination proved difficult to describe in concrete terms,
except for those for whom politics was merely an epiphenomenon of the
economic. The nature of the economic linkages could easily be described,
but the domestic political effects were left to be inferred from them.

Dependency theory, which had its roots in the crisis of US liberalism in
the late 1960s and a major critique of modernization theory, adds the idea of
peripherality, or satellite status, to the concept of neo-colonialism. It origi-
nated in an analysis of Latin America where circumstances that might 
be expected under conditions of colonialism or only recently liberated 
ex-colonies were found in states that had been independent since the early
or mid-nineteenth century. The main constituents of dependency theory are
the idea of a hierarchy of states, the concept of ‘underdevelopment’, a view
about the nature of capitalism, propositions concerning ‘disarticulation’,
and the effect of economic dependency on the structure of political power.

The next four chapters turn to specific institutional arrangements and the
attempts by political scientists to produce valid theoretical statements about
the most significant political institutions in Third World societies: the state,
political parties, the bureaucracy and the military. Interest in the post-colonial
state has in part been a reaction against the economic reductionism found in
dependency theory and in part an extension of a resurgence of interest in the
nature of the capitalist state within mainstream Marxist thought. In Chapter 5
a developmentalist view of the state, or political system, is contrasted with
neo-Marxist theorizing about the state in Third World societies. A contro-
versy about the implications of globalization for the state is also examined.

Chapter 6 deals with theories explaining the importance of political parties
in Third World politics. Ideological foundations in class, European political
ideas, religion, ethnicity, and populism with its attendant factionalism and
patronage politics, are considered. The conditions required for the survival
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of party systems, such as economic growth and social stratification, are set
out. The survival of parties as institutions is also of concern as the move-
ment for democracy gathers momentum in the Third World.

Bureaucracies are important political organizations in all political sys-
tems. Theories of the post-colonial state have employed the concept of a
bureaucratic oligarchy, clearly implying that government is in the hands of
the paid officials of the state. Chapter 7 distinguishes between different con-
cepts of bureaucracy and shows that all are contained in the analyses that
have been carried out of the role of the bureaucracy in Third World societies
and states. Sources of bureaucratic power are categorized, as well as bureau-
cratic features which have been taken to be signs of the emergence of a new
kind of ruling class. Bureaucracy also implies a certain kind of rationality in
the context of the official allocation of scarce resources. Thus Chapter 7
considers the theory of ‘access’.

Chapter 8 examines military intervention and the coup d’état. Different
types of military intervention in politics are distinguished and explanatory
factors identified as accounting for the coup as the most extreme form of
intervention are considered. The problems associated with statistical causal
analysis as a means of explaining military intervention are outlined, since
this has been a popular method of analysis in the past. Some prescriptions
for ensuring that the military ‘remain in barracks’ after democratization are
examined.

The final chapters deal with challenges to the status quo and therefore the
political instability which is so frequently found in Third World societies.
First, Chapter 9 examines the demand for independence on the part of ethnic
or national minorities: the phenomenon of secession. This is a very wide-
spread feature of Third World politics. Three theories of separatism are
examined: political integration, internal colonialism, and ‘balance of advan-
tage’. It is suggested that explanations of nationalism and secession need a
class dimension because of the social stratification found within cultural
minorities, the petty-bourgeois leadership of ethnic secessionist movements,
and the significance for the outcome of nationalism of the reaction of the
dominant class in the ‘core’ community to nationalist political mobilization.

Chapter 10 examines the theoretical preconditions for political stability
that have been formulated in terms of poverty, the rate of economic growth,
the revolution of rising expectations, foreign influences, ethnicity, the polit-
ical culture, inequality, crises of authority and political institutionalization.
The theoretical or empirical weaknesses of these conclusions are identified,
namely that correlation does not necessarily prove causality, that poor and
underdeveloped countries can be stable especially if authoritarian, that 
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political stability might cause affluence and economic growth, and that high
rates of growth and stability have gone together in some countries. Problems
with the concept of ‘political stability’ itself are addressed: its normative
content, the question of whether the analysis is concerned with stable gov-
ernment whatever the type of regime or just stable democratic government,
and the lack of a satisfactory operational definition of ‘instability’.

Chapter 11 covers theories of democratic transition and consolidation,
and the contribution of economic and political factors to stable democracy:
national affluence, with its implications for equality and class development;
the political culture and the problem of the direction of causality; civil soci-
ety as a counter-balance to the power of the state; the balance of power
within democracies; and the importance of institutional development to
democratic consolidation.

The concluding chapter considers the prospects for Third World democ-
racy in the light of the theories of political change discussed in the previous
chapters, and examines the argument that development and democracy
might not be compatible, especially in view of the success which some
authoritarian states have had in developing their societies economically and
socially. The weight of evidence suggests that a democratic developmental
state should be able to secure economic progress, as well as providing polit-
ical benefits in terms of political rights, freedoms and participation.

I owe a debt of gratitude to a large number of people for insights into
Third World political development, especially Monojit Chatterjee, Paul
Collins, Richard Dunphy, Des Gasper, Edward Horesh, Philip Mawhood,
Oliver Morrissey, David Murray, Dele Olowu, Jeffrey Stanyer, Ole
Therkildsen, Neil Webster and Geof Wood. I am happy to acknowledge that
debt here. I should also like to thank Keith Povey and Steven Kennedy for
their patience and meticulous editorial work. The librarians of the
University of Exeter were also unfailingly helpful. What I have done with
the ideas of the theorists reviewed here remains my responsibility alone.

Exeter B. C. SMITH

Every effort has been made to contact all copyright-holders, but if any have
been inadvertently omitted the publishers will be pleased to make the neces-
sary arrangement at the earliest opportunity.
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1
The Idea of a ‘Third World’

Introduction

Since this chapter examines a controversy over the label ‘Third World’ it is
appropriate to begin with a definition. In order to identify the subject-matter of
this book, to convey the diversity of the social and economic conditions found
within the Third World, and to provide an outline of the major changes taking
place in Third World countries, an indication of the key characteristics of Third
World status must be given. For the purpose of this survey the Third World will
be defined as a group of countries which have colonial histories and which are
in the process of developing economically and socially from a status charac-
terized by low incomes, dependence on agriculture, weakness in trading rela-
tions, social deprivation for large segments of society, and restricted political
and civil liberties. This definition acknowledges the process of change and
therefore the likely diversity of countries within the group.

The following sketch of Third World status and trends will follow the
components of the definition: the achievement of political independence; aver-
age income levels; industrialization; integration into the world economy; and
human development (Thomas, 1994, p. 10). By this definition the Third World
comprises approximately 100 states in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, Latin
America and the Caribbean. Their combined population of over 4 billion
accounts for 77 per cent of the world’s total and their territories cover nearly
58 per cent of the world’s land area (World Bank, 2001b, p. 14).

Political independence

Only a tiny minority of countries that would be regarded as part of the Third
World by other criteria have not experienced colonialism at some stage in
their recent histories. The picture of the Third World in this respect is
becoming more complex with the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the
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emergence of a number of independent states that were formerly part of it
(Berger, 1994, p. 257). Most of these, such as Tajikistan and Uzbekistan,
rank as lower-middle-income countries along with, for example, Senegal,
Thailand and Peru.

A significant variation in Third World status is the length of time that
countries have been independent from their colonizers, with most Latin
American countries gaining political independence in the early nineteenth
century and most African only after the Second World War. There are still a
few small territories that have yet to achieve independence from a European
power: the French colonies of Guadeloupe, Martinique and French Guyana,
for example. Experience of imperial political control and economic pene-
tration varied considerably, as did the routes to independence which were
taken (roughly divided between constitutional negotiations and armed
struggle). However, the legacy of imperialism and colonialism was every-
where profound, transforming political institutions and processes. New
geo-political boundaries were drawn. Reactions against alien rule mobilized
new political forces and alliances. Indigenous social structures and political
systems were altered by European economic interventions and settlement.

National incomes

Most Third World countries are poor by international standards. The major-
ity are found in the low-income or lower-middle-income categories used by
the World Bank and defined in terms of gross national income per capita.
Differences in per capita incomes vary greatly between regions of the world
and, as Table 1.1 shows, the regions of the Third World continue to lag
behind the developed economies. The gap in real incomes between some
Third World countries, such as those in East Asia, and the industrialized
countries has narrowed considerably since 1945. East Asia’s share of devel-
oping countries real income increased from 22 per cent in 1965 to 35 per
cent in 1999. Per capita incomes throughout the Third World rose relatively
quickly in the 1960s and 1970s. Despite a levelling out in the 1980s, the
average level of per capita income in developing countries rose by 2.1 per
cent per year from 1960 to 1997.

However, in some regions of the Third World incomes have stagnated or
fallen. The divergence between regions mainly occurred in the 1970s so that
whereas by 1980 per capita GDP was growing at 6.7 per cent in East Asia and
3.2 per cent in South Asia it was falling in Latin America and Sub-Saharan
Africa. Per capita incomes in Sub-Saharan Africa have fallen in real terms
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since the mid-1970s: between 1975 and 1999 the average growth in per capita
income averaged �1 per cent (UNDP, 2001, p. 13).

Moreover, the gap between developed countries and other regions of
the Third World continues to widen. The average per capita incomes of
the lower- and middle-income countries are still diverging from the average
income of the richest countries: from 2.4 per cent to 1.6 per cent in the case
of the lower income economies, and from 13.5 per cent to 7.5 per cent for
middle income economies. The income difference between the fifth of the
world’s people living in the richest countries and the fifth in the poorest was
74 to 1 in 1997, up from 60 to 1 in 1990 and 30 to 1 in 1960. By the end of
the 1990’s the fifth in the highest-income countries owned 86 per cent of the
world’s GDP compared to the bottom fifth’s 1 per cent (UNDP, 2001, p. 3).

Industrialization

Low per capita incomes have been related historically to the Third World’s
economic dependence on agriculture. Incomes tend to rise as countries
industrialize and the size of the manufacturing sector increases. These are
important goals for developing countries.

All regions of the Third World showed a decline in the contribution of agri-
culture to GDP between 1990 and 1999 – see Table 1.2 (overall from 16 to
12 per cent), though where there is subsistence farming much agricultural
production is not exchanged, making it difficult to assess changes in
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Table 1.1 Growth of real per capita GDP, 1966–2007

Economy 1997 GDP per Annual average % growth
capita (US$)

1966–73 1974–90 1991–97 1998–2007a

High income 24,710 3.8 2.0 1.4 2.0
Low & middle 1,370 3.9 1.2 1.6 3.0

income
Asia 730 2.9 4.3 6.9 4.3
Latin America & 4,230 3.9 0.3 1.5 2.2

Caribbean
Middle East 1,865 5.8 �2.0 0.6 0.9

and North Africa
Sub-Saharan 560 2.0 �0.9 �0.2 1.0

Africa

SOURCE: World Bank (1999), table A2-4, p. 197.
NOTE: a Estimate.



production accurately. Employment in agriculture has also declined.
Growth in agricultural output slowed from an average annual increase of
3.4 per cent for the period 1980–90 to 2.2 per cent for 1990–98. The indus-
trial growth rate increased from 3.8 per cent in the 1980s to 4.0 per cent in
the 1990s and manufacturing from 4.7 per cent to 6.4 per cent. Average
annual growth in the service sector remained constant from 1980 to 1998.

However, although the proportion of GDP accounted for by the industrial
sector in Third World economies increased from 27 per cent in 1965 to 35 per
cent in 1999, manufacturing, generally the most dynamic part of the industrial
sector, actually declined in the 1990s from 23 to 22 per cent. The contribution
of the service sector to GDP rose from 46 to 54 per cent. The general trend in
the structure of Third World output has been from agriculture to manufactur-
ing and services.

Integration into the world economy

The processes of globalization are bringing about a closer integration of the
Third World into the world economy. Between 1965 and 1999 low- and
middle-income economies recorded an average annual growth in the export
of goods and services of 5.3 per cent, compared to 5.9 per cent for high-
income countries. In all regions of the Third World except the Middle East
and North Africa foreign trade as a percentage of GDP has increased – from
26 to 29 per cent during the 1990s.

4 Understanding Third World Politics

Table 1.2 Value added as a percentage of GDP

Economy Agriculture Industry Manufacturing Services

1990 1999 1990 1999 1990 1999 1990 1999

Low income 29 27 31 30 18 18 41 43
Middle income 13 10 39 36 25 23 47 55
East Asia 20 13 40 46 29 28 40 41
Latin America 9 8 36 29 23 21 56 63
Mid. East & N. Africa 15 .. 38 .. 13 .. 47 ..
South Asia 30 28 26 26 17 16 44 47
Sub-Saharan Africa 18 18 34 32 17 17 48 50
High income 3 2 33 30 22 21 64 64

SOURCE: World Bank (2001b), Selected Development Indicators, table 12, p. 297.

NOTE: the symbol .. means not available.



A problem for developing countries has been their dependence on the
export of a limited range of primary commodities whose prices are liable to
severe fluctuations. In 1991 only South and East Asia exported more manu-
factured goods than primary commodities. However, manufactured exports
from the Third World have been growing, from 16 per cent in 1965 to 66 per
cent in 1999. The value of manufactured goods in total exports varies from
one region of the Third World to another – compare East Asia where the
proportion is 81 per cent, to Sub-Saharan Africa where it is 39 per cent. But
manufactured exports are becoming increasingly important throughout the
Third World. The export of primary commodities declined as a percentage
of merchandise exports from 38 per cent in 1990 to 24 per cent in 1999.
Nevertheless, the Third World still accounts for only a quarter of the world’s
exports (World Bank, 2001, tables 1.4 and 4.5).

The growth in Third World exports has been achieved despite the protec-
tionism practised by the Western industrial countries which are the markets
for the bulk of Third World exports. In the 1980s quotas and other measures
are estimated to have cost developing countries a loss of export earnings
nearly equivalent to the value of official aid (World Bank, 1991, pp. 105–6).

The growing globalization of international economic relations has cer-
tainly not shifted economic power towards poor countries. Most interna-
tional trade is still between a small number of rich developed countries.
Trade liberalization benefits these rather than poor countries. Foreign direct
investment increased by nearly six times between 1985 and 1995, but
although developing countries had an increased share of this, two thirds of
this share was accounted for by just 10 countries, with the poorest countries
receiving less than 1 per cent.

Human development

Despite progress in human development over the past 30 years, measured by
life expectancy, educational attainment and the purchasing power of incomes,
there are still substantial contrasts between the developed and developing
worlds, as well as between groups of poorer countries (see Table 1.3).

Human development has been uneven across the Third World. Trends reflect
overall economic performance. Progress was made between 1965 and 1985,
with per capita consumption increasing by nearly 70 per cent in real terms,
average life expectancy rising from 51 to 62 years, and primary school enrol-
ment rates reaching 84 per cent. Progress in child mortality rates and primary
school enrolments continued in the 1980s in most developing countries.
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In 1950 28 children in 100 died before their fifth birthday; this number had
fallen to 10 by 1990. Smallpox has been eradicated, whereas it claimed more
than 5 million lives annually in the Third World in the early 1950s (World
Bank, 1993, p. 1).

Such averages conceal variations between countries, regions and, of
course, social groups within countries. Sub-Saharan Africa, for example,
a region with the highest infant mortality and lowest primary education
enrolment, saw only a small improvement in infant mortality in the 1980s
and a decline in the enrolment rate. Several Latin American countries, by
contrast, saw infant mortality declining at a rate faster than that achieved in
the 1960s and 1970s. Malnutrition is on the increase in Sub-Saharan Africa,
while there is much greater variability in the countries of Latin America
(World Bank, 1990, p. 45). In Pakistan it is estimated that 36 per cent of the
population has no access to health care. Because of the economic recession
of the early 1980s there have been substantial declines in real per capita
spending on education and health in Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America.

In East Asia the poor have access to primary education whereas in Sub-
Saharan Africa few of the poor have even this level of schooling. Less progress
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Table 1.3 Human development, 1999

Life Infant Educational Access to Adult HDIb

expectancy mortality enrolment improved literacy
at birth (per (%)a water (%)
(years) thousand (% of

live births) population)

High income 78 6 93 .. 98.8 0.926
Middle income 69.5 32 74 81 85.7 0.740
Low income 59.4 80 51 76 61.8 0.549
Arab states 66.4 59 63 89 61.3 0.648
East Asia 69.2 44 71 75 85.3 0.719
Latin America 69.6 39 74 85 87.8 0.760
South Asia 62.5 97 53 87 55.1 0.564
Sub-Saharan Africa 48.8 172 42 55 59.6 0.467

SOURCES: UNDP (2001), p. 144; World Bank (2001b), p. 18.
NOTES: a Combined primary, secondary and tertiary average for each age group.

b The United Nations Development Programme’s Human Development Index (HDI)
is derived from scores given for life expectancy at birth, adult literacy levels, aver-
age years of schooling, and real GDP per capita (to indicate purchasing power). The
two educational variables are combined but with different weightings and growth in
the human development value of increases in income is assumed to fall after a cer-
tain level is reached. The three indicators are averaged to provide each country with
a score from 0 to 1.



in extending health care to the poor has been made in all regions of the Third
World. Government spending on social services tends to be diverted away
from those whose needs are greatest – the poor.

Many problems remain. Absolute mortality levels in developing countries
are high, and child mortality is ten times greater than in developed countries.
Malnutrition is a major contributory factor. Maternal mortality ratios are thirty
times higher. It is estimated that decades of improvement in mortality rates
will be wiped out by the AIDS epidemic, currently causing 1.8 million deaths
annually. Malaria is proving resistant to treatment and tobacco-related deaths
are likely to double in the first decade of this century and grow to more than
12 million a year by 2025 (World Bank, 1993, pp. 1–3). To achieve significant
improvements in health and education in the Third World requires higher lev-
els of expenditure on the social sectors than have been achieved in the 1980s.
It is difficult to see how these can be provided by governments that are under
pressure to reduce public expenditure as part of economic restructuring.
Inequalities in social well-being, as indicated by health and education, are also
found between urban and rural areas and between men and women. There is
generally greater poverty in rural areas and more severe problems of malnutri-
tion, lack of education, life expectancy and substandard housing. This applies
to countries with high levels of urbanization, such as those in Latin America.

Women in all regions of the Third World do worse than men in terms of
human development. For example, in 1980 the literacy rate for women was
only 61 per cent of that for men in Africa, 52 per cent in South Asia, 57 per
cent in the Middle East, 82 per cent in South East Asia and 94 per cent in Latin
America. Women can also be expected to work longer hours for lower wages
than men. They face more cultural, legal, economic and social discrimination
than men – even poor men (World Bank, 1990, p. 31). When a country’s
Human Development Index is adjusted for gender disparity, every country’s
value declines. Rankings change too, showing that some countries do better
than others. The most significant disparities for women lie in employment
opportunities, earnings (also the main factors in industrialized countries),
health care, nutrition and education. It has been estimated that in South and
East Asia there are some 100 million women fewer than there would be were
it not for maternal mortality rates, infanticide and the nutritional neglect of
young girls (UNDP, 1993, p. 17).

East Asia has made most progress in expanding education and improving
survival rates generally, while South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa still lag
behind, with adult literacy rates well below the average for developing
countries. Life expectancy, infant mortality and adult literacy have all
improved in the Arab states.

The Idea of a ‘Third World’ 7



Although human development remains a severe challenge for poor coun-
tries, variations in levels occur between developing countries regardless of
wealth. For example, Vietnam has achieved more in human development
than Pakistan, despite similar levels of per capita GDP. Variations also occur
within developing (and developed) countries between regions, classes,
ethnic groups, men and women, and urban compared with rural areas.

One of the factors holding back human development in the fourth quarter
of the twentieth century was mounting debt. During the 1970s the volume of
international bank lending increased by nearly 800 per cent to reach $800
billion. The scale of indebtedness reached crisis proportions in the early
1980s when a combination of high interest rates, adverse trade balances and
a world recession caused severe debt servicing problems for many Third
World countries. With a total external debt of US$2.6 trillion in 1999, the
cost to developing countries of debt servicing was the equivalent of 5.8 per
cent of GDP. This limits the resources available for human development (as
well as discouraging economic growth), so that most poor countries spend
more on debt servicing than on basic social services, including basic educa-
tion and health care, safe water, sanitation, family planning and nutrition. For
example, African governments spend less on health and education combined
than on debt payments (UNDP, 1999, p. 14).

Human development is increasingly being thought of as encompassing
political factors, such as the level of democratization and the protection
afforded to human rights. In 1987 roughly three-fifths of the developing
world’s governments were not democratic. However, in the late 1980s pres-
sures towards democratization and the rule of law built up from a number of
factors acting in unison. One was the economic failure of authoritarianism.
Another was the highly political consequence of the structural adjustment
programmes demanded by multilateral and unilateral aid donors.

The structural adjustment programmes required of many developing
countries as a condition for receiving assistance from international develop-
ment agencies such as the World Bank and IMF have had far-reaching polit-
ical consequences for the governments concerned. Public enterprise
reforms and privatization have usually meant substantial job losses.
Devaluation and increases in agricultural prices can increase food prices
and malnutrition. Public expenditure cuts usually mean a decline in social
spending – particularly health and education – per capita. These conse-
quences and their distributional effects can cause social unrest, and have
done so in a number of Third World countries. Structural adjustment also
limits the scope for political patronage (Herbst, 1990). When it became
clear to aid donors and international agencies that successful adjustment

8 Understanding Third World Politics



required political commitment as well as competent and accountable public
services this was interpreted as a need for democratization (Hawthorne,
1992, p. 331; Leftwich, 1993, pp. 607–8).

The other factors contributing to the ‘good governance’ orthodoxy were
the rise of Western neo-liberalism in the late 1970s, the spread of pro-
democracy movements in all regions of the Third World as well as Eastern
Europe, and the collapse of communism. This last and most momentous
development strengthened confidence in the presumed link between politi-
cal pluralism and economic success and left space for an extension of influ-
ence by the capitalist West within a ‘New World Order’ (Riley, 1992;
Leftwich, 1993; Webber, 1993).

Despite some advances towards less authoritarian forms of government – in
Zambia, South Korea and Taiwan, for example – the prospects for democratic
development and survival do not appear to be too bright. The Western powers,
despite their good governance rhetoric, seem remarkably reluctant to take pos-
itive action in support of Third World democracy. For example, although the
US has cut off aid to Gambia, where thirty years of multi-party democracy
were ended by a military coup in 1994, Britain and the European Union have
prevaricated. However, dependence on foreign aid for 80 per cent of the budget
may be insufficient for the West to exercise leverage if the military government
can secure assistance from elsewhere, such as Libya and Iran.

One of the greatest threats to democracy in developing countries is mili-
tarization. This may take the form of overt military rule or disproportionate
expenditure on the military compared with social welfare. In 1990 there
were 33 developing countries that had experienced over 20 years of military
rule since 1960. Only 32 had had no history of military government
(Thomas, 1994, p. 65).

In the late 1990s developing countries were spending 15 per cent of cen-
tral government budgets on the military. In several countries military spend-
ing amounts to over 10 per cent of GDP. Many spend considerably more on
the military than on social sectors, despite the desperate need for health care,
education and the relief of poverty. Halving the proportion of GDP spent on
the military would be enough to double government spending on health and
education. For example, in 1985 Costa Rica spent 23 per cent of its govern-
ment budget on health, with dramatically beneficial consequences for infant
mortality, life expectancy and the fertility rate. Significantly, between 1975
and 1985 it devoted only 3.2 per cent of its budget to the military.

Another threat to democracy in the Third World is posed by the rise of
forms of religious fundamentalism which violate principles of toleration
and equal rights. In India, for example, Hindu nationalism is believed by
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some experts to threaten the very survival of the political system as a plu-
ralist democracy (Chiriyankandath, 1994, p. 32). To a considerable extent
such movements reflect disillusionment with political and economic devel-
opments which leave large sections of the population marginalized both
materially and politically as power is accumulated in the hands of new rul-
ing classes. Religious fundamentalism provides an ideological focus which
asserts the relevance of forms of traditionalism to the modern world.

The experience of the Third World with democratization has been mixed.
By the end of the last century democracy and freedom were the dominant
trends in Latin America and the Asia Pacific region. In Africa by contrast,
a minority of countries had free societies and electoral democracy. No coun-
tries in the Arab world were rated ‘free’. Furthermore, all the downward
trends are found in developing countries. Only half of the 86 countries
ranked by Freedom House as ‘Free’ (respecting a broad array of basic
human rights and political freedoms) are in the Third World. Most Third
World states fall into the ‘Partly Free’ and ‘Not Free’ categories. All but two
of the world’s most repressive regimes, which regularly violate basic human
rights, suppress independent associations (especially trade unions), censor
the mass media, restrict property rights and, in some cases, deny women
basic rights, are Third World countries.

Such regimes are by no means all associated with low incomes, spanning
as they do a diversity of levels of economic development (for example,
Saudi Arabia and Sudan) as well as cultures (for example Cuba and North
Korea) and regions (Burma and Syria). However, the economic conditions
associated with Third World status clearly remain significant. While it is
possible for relatively rich countries to do badly in terms of political and
civil rights violations and repression (e.g. Brunei), and for a poor country
such as Benin to be rated among the countries with the highest level of polit-
ical freedom, generally there is a correlation between levels of political
freedom and economic prosperity (Freedom House, 2001).

The concept of a ‘third’ world

Gunnar Myrdal, winner of the Nobel Prize for economics in 1974, once said
that in the relationship between rich and poor countries there has been diplo-
macy by language, meaning that in the developed, and to a lesser extent the
underdeveloped, countries there has been a constant search for an acceptable
label for this latter group. We sometimes refer to ‘the South’ rather than use
‘developing countries’. Others prefer ‘less developed countries’, while still
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others prefer ‘underdeveloped’, a concept that has taken on a very specific
meaning and which, as we shall see later, denotes a particular kind of inter-
relationship between countries and a particular process of change.

No one has come up with a label that claims universal acceptance. The
search is fraught with difficulties, not least ideological ones. As Goulbourne
points out, the terminology of comparative politics, particularly as far as
the Third World is concerned, is largely expressive of attitudes rather than pre-
cise analytical concepts (Goulbourne, 1979, p. xii). Cannot all countries be
described as ‘developing’ in some direction or another? If we reserve ‘devel-
opment’ for movement in a particular direction, then it has to be made explicit
what path should be regarded as development and what should not.
‘Modernization’ similarly risks all the dangers of ethnocentric evolutionism,
though as a conceptualization of social and political change it has had an
enormous impact on development studies and comparative politics.

The concept of the ‘South’ reflects some of the frustrations felt when try-
ing to differentiate between countries in terms of meaningful indicators that
show why grouping countries is helpful to analysis. It is also possible to talk
about rich and poor countries, but this draws a boundary between countries
which many people interested in the Third World wish to treat as a single
grouping. It is easy to understand the appeal of ‘underdevelop’ as a transi-
tive verb in distinguishing those countries whose exploitation made possi-
ble the development of their exploiters. The idea that advanced societies
secured their own advancement by underdeveloping poor countries is at the
heart of dependency theory.

Such difficulties form the substance of the rest of this chapter. The purpose
of examining the concept of the ‘Third World’ is that one can gain a prelimi-
nary insight into some of the problems experienced by such countries by exam-
ining the validity of using a single category for such an amorphous group.

Meanings and objectives

To be able to evaluate the different positions adopted by those who have
entered into dispute about whether ‘Third World’ is a meaningful concept it
is necessary to separate out the different perceptions that people have about
the countries which they think deserving of the label.

The original meaning of the term ‘Third World’ referred to a group of
non-aligned countries outside the great power blocs. There has been a lot of
discussion as to who used the term first, but it is generally accepted that it
was the French demographer and economic historian, Alfred Sauvy, who
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coined the term in the early 1950s. However, there is also the view that it
should have been translated as ‘Third Force’ because Sauvy seemed to have
in mind the problem of power blocs during the Cold War, and of a Third
Force distinct from the Western bloc and the Eastern bloc. ‘Non-alignment’
in the military and diplomatic spheres is one of the earliest qualities associ-
ated with Third World status (Wolf-Phillips, 1979, 1987; Love, 1980). This
stance was most strikingly represented by the Bandung Conference attended
by the representatives of twenty-nine African and Asian countries in 1955.

Another early idea associated with the Third World conveys solidarity
among developing countries based on their primary producing economic
status, their relative poverty, their dependence on agriculture and their dis-
tinctive forms of economic regime neither modelled on the Eastern bloc of
planned economies nor the Western, free market system. The Third World
was seen to fall outside the first world of the advanced capitalist democra-
cies and the second world of industrially advanced communist countries. As
the British political scientist Samuel Finer pointed out (1970), the Third
World was not just a residual category of states that were neither
liberal–democratic nor communist–totalitarian. It was a significant group-
ing in that its members lay outside Europe, mainly south of the fortieth par-
allel, were mainly agrarian, were much poorer than northern states and had
been subjected either to colonialism or ‘deep diplomatic and economic
penetration by the Western powers’ (Finer, 1974, p. 98).

However, there was an important deviation from this perception of the
world’s economic divisions. China’s Mao Tse-tung produced a very different
categorization in which the USA and the USSR constituted the first world,
Japan, the European countries and Canada constituted the second world,
while Africa, Latin America and most of Asia formed the third world. The
claim being made here was that both the USA and the USSR were imperial-
istic, with their developed satellites as the second world and the primary pro-
ducing former colonial possessions of the first and second worlds forming
the third world. So the OPEC countries would, despite their wealth, fall into
this third group (Muni, 1979; McCall, 1980, p. 539).

Mao was clearly influenced by current relationships between China and
the USSR, worse at that time than between China and some capitalist states.
From other socialist perspectives, developing countries have been seen as
predominantly dependencies of the major capitalist powers. This led to the
belief that one could only meaningfully talk about two worlds, not three;
one capitalist, one socialist (Griffin and Gurley, 1985; Toye, 1987).

Thirdly there has been the idea of an anti-imperialist alliance against
colonialism, neo-colonialism and racialism. So the Third World stood for
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solidarity against the continuing intervention and involvement of the pow-
erful economies in the developing economies and polities of the world, in an
attempt to strengthen economic sovereignty at a time when it was very obvi-
ous that political and economic autonomy did not necessarily go together,
and that the achievement of constitutional independence did not guarantee
freedom internally from external constraints. This idea will be taken up
again when we come to look at the concept of ‘neo-colonialism’ and the
way in which interpretations of political and economic development have
been formulated in such terms. The idea of a Third World thus tries to cap-
ture a common experience of exploitation by richer and more powerful soci-
eties. All Third World countries have experienced such exploitation to some
degree, and it was strongly felt by many Third World leaders that it was
persisting even after independence.

Fourthly, Third Worldism has been associated with the idea of regional
coherence through pan-nationalist movements. The Third World might not
represent a grouping of countries all with identical interests, but within the
Third World there could be groups of states that shared interests cutting across
national boundaries – for example, the pan-Arab world or the pan-African
world. Such concepts were important to political leaders in developing coun-
tries in the 1960s. Here was an attempt to prove that national boundaries were
not going to be as important as they were in other parts of the world. National
boundaries were seen as the creation of European colonialism, especially in
Africa. Thus they were to some extent alien, reflecting a colonial past.
Institutions were set up to reflect this internationalism and some still exist
though without the significance that they were originally intended to have.

Fifthly, since the early 1970s Third Worldism has reflected a campaign
for a new international economic order under which developing countries
would secure greater national control of their natural resources, and try to
protect their economies by collectively agreeing on the prices of raw mate-
rials upon which so many of their economies were dependent. Third
Worldism has been to some extent driven by a sense of grievance against the
developed countries who appear to have rigged the rules of the international
economy against less developed countries (Rothstein, 1977, p. 51). The
objective has been to strengthen through collective action the position of
individual Third World countries vis-à-vis their main trading partners and
sources of foreign investment.

Third World countries also want to gain greater access to markets in
industrialized countries for their own manufactured goods by persuading
the governments in those countries to lower the trade barriers that protect
domestic industries from competition from Third World products. This call
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was taken up by the United Nations and the World Bank in 1992, both argu-
ing for the liberalization of global markets and a reduction in the level of
protectionism in the OECD countries. The costs of protectionism in the rich
countries of the world extend beyond blocking imports from the Third
World to include negative capital transfers, higher real interest rates,
unequal competition in international services and closed markets for tech-
nology. A more rapid transfer of technologies to give Third World countries
access to the advanced technologies required by the industrialization
process, and which were proving so successful in some developing coun-
tries, also forms part of this aspect of Third Worldism.

Related proposals have included a World Development Fund to which all
countries would contribute on a sliding scale related to their national income;
the development of the sea bed to provide new sources of food; and the inter-
national development of alternative energy sources. Through UNESCO Third
World countries are also trying to act collectively to resist the pressures from
the Westernized mass media, and the cultural, educational and scientific impe-
rialism which introduces inappropriate technology and educational values into
their societies. Solidarity was also shown at the World Trade Organization
meeting in Doha in 2001 when developing countries formed effective alliances
on intellectual property rights, drug patents and the agenda of future negotia-
tions, shifting the balance of power away from the rich industrialized nations.

Finally there the problem of poverty. Although some of the countries that
would conventionally be thought of as part of the Third World are relatively
rich, particularly in the Middle East, nevertheless poverty continues to be a
real and significant feature of Third World countries. This aspect of Third
Worldism increased between 1975 and 1990. Some progress was made in
the reduction of Third World poverty in the 1960s and 1970s, but the 1980s
were the ‘lost decade’ for the poor.

Of the 4.6 billion people living in developing countries, 1.2 billion live on
less than US$1 a day and 2.8 billion on less than $2 (see Table 1.4). This is
despite a doubling in real terms of average incomes between 1975 and 1998.
An overall decline in poverty was recorded during the 1990s, with the pro-
portion of people in developing countries living on less than $1 a day falling
from 29 to 24 per cent. This was achieved by high rates of economic growth
in countries with large numbers of poor people, notably China and India.
However, population growth meant that the number of people in poverty
slightly increased between 1987 and 1998. Only in East Asia and the Middle
East/North Africa region have the numbers in poverty fallen. In Sub-Saharan
Africa almost half the continent’s population is now poor as average per
capita income fell by 1 per cent every year for the last quarter of a century.
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The number of poor people in Latin America and the Caribbean increased by
20 per cent. If a relative rather than absolute measure of poverty is taken,
shares of the population living in poverty increase in all regions, dramatically
in Latin America and the Middle East (World Bank, 2001c, p. 24).

Even under the most optimistic assumptions about economic growth
between 1998 and 2015 – an average annual growth in GDP per capita of
3.7 percent – it is likely that there will still be 2.3 billion people attempting
to survive on less than $2 a day (World Bank, 2001c; UNDP, 2001, ch. 1).

In symbiotic relationship with such poverty are low levels of productive
capacity, low life expectancy, high infant mortality, illiteracy, the oppression
of women, and grossly unequal distributions of wealth. There are still enor-
mous problems to be confronted arising from poverty, including the ‘silent
genocide’ of high infant mortality, poor nutrition and low standards of living.

Changing worlds

The Third World has changed much since the earliest visions of solidarity and
continues to do so. One leading analysts has claimed that political culture 
is now the defining characteristic of the Third World, rather than level of
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Table 1.4 Third World poverty, 1987–98

Region Income povertya Relative povertyb

Millions % of population % of population

1987 1998 1987 1998 1987 1998

East Asia 417.5 278.3 26.6 15.3 33.0 19.6
Latin America 63.7 78.2 15.3 15.6 50.2 51.4
Middle East/ 9.3 5.5 4.3 1.9 18.9 10.8

North Africa
South Asia 474.4 522.0 44.9 40.0 45.2 40.2
Sub-Saharan 217.2 290.9 46.6 46.3 51.1 50.5

Africa
Totalc 1,183.2 1,198.9 28.3 24.0 36.3 32.1

SOURCE: World Bank (2001c), tables 1.1 and 1.2, pp. 23, 24.
NOTES: a People living on less than $1 a day.

b People living on less than one-third of average consumption levels at
1993 purchasing power parity.

c Includes Europe and Central Asia where income poverty has increased
from 1.1 million in 1987 to 24 million in 1998, or from 0.2 per cent of the
population to 5.1 per cent.



economic affluence or diplomatic orientation. What distinguishes member-
ship of the Third World is the lack of consensus over the rules of the ‘game’
of politics (Kamrava, 1993). Consequently, a label that conveys a message of
homogeneity of socio-economic conditions and political purpose is increas-
ingly unacceptable by commentators from both North and South (Leftwich,
1983, pp. 163–4; Hulme and Turner, 1990, pp. 7–8).

The first form of heterogeneity that needs to be recognized is cultural.
The term ‘Third World’ has been considered by some as insulting to the
diverse range of polities, cultures, histories and ideologies found within it
(Rothstein, 1977, p. 48; Naipal, 1985). The conservative economist Peter
Bauer adopts a similar view, though for different reasons. His purpose has
been to contradict the view that responsibility for Third World poverty lies
with the developed world, a view that Bauer finds patronizing and conde-
scending. Part of this condescension is to present the Third World as a ‘uni-
form stagnant mass devoid of distinctive character’. The individuals and
societies of the Third World are in this way denied identity, character,
personality and responsibility (Bauer, 1981, pp. 83–4).

A growing heterogeneity is in economic strength. There are great dispar-
ities of wealth within the Third World. Wide disparities are developing in
per capita GNP, levels of food production, annual growth rates, and rates of
industrialization. For example, per capita income quadrupled in East Asia
between 1975 and 1999, growing by 6 per cent a year. In South Asia, growth
averaged over 2 per cent. Slower growth still was recorded in the Arab states
and Latin America, while Sub-Saharan Africa recorded negative growth. 
In 18 Sub-Saharan countries per capita incomes were lower in 1999 than
1975 (UNDP, 2001, pp. 12–13).

Expert observers and international organizations such as the World Bank
now distinguish between the rich poor countries, the middle poor and the
poorest countries, even to the extent of referring to the last group as the Fourth
World – the poorest of the poor or the least developed of the developing coun-
tries (Rothstein, 1977, pp. 53–4). World Bank statistics are presented in such
divisions and other organizations such as the UN also differentiate in their
policy-making (Hoogvelt, 1982, pp. 22–3). Some of the cut-off points
between these categories are pretty arbitrary (Worsley, 1984, pp. 321–2) but
nevertheless there are real differences when one compares Bangladesh with,
say, Malaysia. Some aid donors, such as the British Government, distinguish
between the poor and the poorest with the aim of directing their development
assistance at the poorest countries, many of which are among the countries of
the British Commonwealth, which fits nicely with its policy of directing its
aid towards its ex-colonies.
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Nor has the Third World’s experience of globalization been uniform. It has
been argued that the ‘globalization’ of market economics and pluralistic
democracy, apparently heralded by the end of the Cold War, further challenges
the validity of the concept of a Third World (Berger, 1994). This is not just
because the process of globalization integrates economies, cultures and tech-
nology. It is also because the benefits of globalization – increased trade, for-
eign investment and the dissemination of technology – are not spread equally
across the Third World. Some regions, such as East Asia, have taken advantage
of globalization to generate growth in manufactured exports. Others remain
marginalized because of their continuing dependence on primary commodi-
ties. Within East Asia, recovery from the financial crisis of 1997–9 has been
uneven. The spread of information and communications technologies is also
very uneven. The poorest countries of the Third World have dangerously small
shares of world trade and access to foreign investment.

As some less developed countries have welcomed or at least accepted the
inevitability of foreign investment and the dependency that it brings, includ-
ing subordination in the international division of labour, non-alignment is 
further undermined. So even by the end of the 1960s Third World countries
were by no means behaving in unity towards East–West relations. A stri-
dently anti-communist group of Asian states emerged – Indonesia, Malaysia,
Singapore, Thailand and the Philippines. This brought an end to the Third
World as a coherent voting block in the United Nations, splitting it along
ideological lines. Similarly in 1979 at the United Nations Conference on
Trade and Development (UNCTAD V) the more industrialized of the Third
World countries vetoed a code of conduct for multinational corporations
(MNCs) that the less industrialized Third World states wanted to bring in,
demonstrating their need to avoid antagonizing MNCs on whose presence
even the rich Third World countries so heavily depend for their develop-
ment. Worsley has argued that the material, economic basis of non-align-
ment had become very weak by 1980 making it difficult for dependent
economies to express political sovereignty and to form a solid bloc hostile
to one or other of the major economic blocs in the developed world upon
which they depend for foreign investment, technology, aid and technical
assistance. Politically, the majority of Third World countries have been very
‘aligned’ (Worsley, 1984, p. 324).

The deep internal divisions within the Third World significantly reduce the
credibility of the solidarity which the term was once intended to convey. That
solidarity has been undermined by a number of developments. First, many
organizations expressing regional common interests have been weak or dis-
appeared. Those organizations that have survived have been geared to the
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economic interests of particular regions, for example, the Central American
Common Market, the Latin American Free Trade Association, and OPEC.
The relationships have sometimes developed into international organizations
with memberships cutting across the North–South divide, bringing together
countries from the First and Third Worlds. An important recent example is
APEC – Asia-Pacific Economic Co-operation – whose membership includes
the USA, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, China
and Australia. The member-states of APEC account for more than half the
world’s economic output and two-fifths of its trade.

Secondly, domestic economic problems in Third World countries have
undermined solidarity such as those reflected in demands for a new interna-
tional economic order. Policy failures, mismanagement and debt have
forced some Third World countries to become inward-looking, leading
some to the conclusion that ‘Third World solidarity has become a thing of
the past’ (Westlake, 1991, p. 16).

Thirdly, the demise of communist regimes in eastern and central Europe
and the former USSR has produced a degree of homogeneity between
the First and Second Worlds, at least in terms of economic systems, which
makes references to developing countries as a ‘Third’ group or force less and
less meaningful. It has been argued that the ‘globalization’ of market eco-
nomics and pluralistic democracy, apparently heralded by the end of the Cold
War, further challenges the validity of the concept of a Third World (Berger,
1994), although this ignores the uncomfortable fact that markets may domi-
nate economies in societies in which tyrants dominate government.

Finally, solidarity has been seriously undermined by warfare between
Third World states, notably the Iran–Iraq conflict, the Gulf War, conflict
between India and Pakistan, and war in the centre and Horn of Africa. The
consequent human suffering and economic loss cannot be underestimated
when considering Third World solidarity.

Another serious objection to the concept of a Third World has been raised
by people who find difficulties with its association with poverty. The con-
cern is that if a group of countries is defined as poor it might obscure the fact
that there are in such countries classes that enjoy immense wealth. To talk
about poverty-ridden peoples in less-developed countries (Meier, 1976)
might act as a form of mystification deflecting attention away from internal
stratification. Poor countries do not consist entirely of poor people. Great
internal inequalities exist. The economic differentials between Third World
countries have not eradicated poverty within the more successful ones.
Inequalities persist and sometimes increase regardless of a country’s overall
economic performance (Toye, 1987, p. 16). At the same time élites in Third
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World societies often appear to have more in common with Western élites
than with their own dispossessed masses (Berger, 1994, pp. 267–8).

Global stratification into rich, middle income and poor countries must not
be allowed to conceal internal social stratification. This is not to say that the
poverty that poor people in poor countries experience is solely to do with
the domestic maldistribution of power. It is not to say that it has nothing 
to do with dependence on the more powerful economies in the world. But it
does alert us to the possibility that those two things are related – that
dependency within the world economic system actually benefits some
classes in the Third World. The term ‘comprador bourgeoisie’ was coined to
convey the idea of an alliance between an indigenous middle class and for-
eign investors, MNCs, bankers and military interests. There is thus a need to
relate thinking about global stratification to how that division and the rela-
tionships between those global strata affect relations between internal social
strata. To what extent would redistribution within a poor country be made
easier if there was no dependence on more powerful trading partners and
sources of foreign exchange?

There is thus a risk that the expression ‘Third World’ might obscure the
heterogeneity of social classes, each with its own political objective. The
concept of the Third World has consequently been denounced, notably by
Regis Debray, as mystification designed to conceal dependency and
exploitation, as well as a device allowing rulers of Third World countries to
present a common interest between themselves and the masses to disguise
their own alliance with metropolitan interests.

Conclusion: Third World values

Some think it is still important to retain the term ‘Third World’ in order to
preserve and convey the values associated with it. It could be dangerous to
stop talking about the Third World and so further fragment that group of
countries – that their solidarity must be somehow preserved simply because
as individual states they are bound to be weak in their relationships with the
developed world. The ‘Third World’ is seen by one Indian scholar as 
‘a sound concept’ and a ‘flexible, resilient category’. Attempts to question
its validity are mischievous and misleading. It implies neither inferior values
nor some lower numerical order, but rather a set of specific characteristics
that are unique in more than one way to the countries of Asia, Africa and
Latin America. It represents the broadly similar, though not exactly identi-
cal, nature of these countries’ experiences in the processes of development,
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processes that were arrested in the past, are discouraging and uncertain 
at present, and are likely to be unprecedented in the future (Muni, 1979,
p. 128). Even if Third Worldism only means building regional alliances to
present a united front economically, that in itself is important.

It has also been pointed out that to reject the concept because it treats the
Third World as an undifferentiated mass ignores the psychological and
political connotations of Third Worldism in favour of an interpretation that
‘denotes an association of countries dedicated to the moral blackmail of
a guilt-afflicted West’ (Toye, 1987, p. 6).

But most importantly, many of the problems which characterized the
group of countries originally labelled the Third World by Western analysts,
and which prompted solidaristic action by Third World leaders, persist. The
countries conventionally categorized as part of the Third World do not all
rank the same in terms of the indicators of Third World status used here. But
all confront some of the problems associated with Third World status, and
most of the 50 low-income countries experience them all. So while Brazil,
an upper-middle income country, has a GNP per capita of $4,420, life
expectancy is lower than Vietnam’s with a GNP per capita of $370.
Tanzania, a low-income economy, has a higher ratio of trade to GNP than
upper middle-income Mexico. Manufactured goods account for only 10 per
cent of middle-income Ecuador’s exports of merchandise, compared with
84 per cent of low-income Pakistan’s. Diamonds may contribute 80 per cent
of Botswana’s foreign exchange earnings, 50 per cent of government
income and 33 per cent of GDP. Yet dependence on this single commodity
has transformed the country from one of the poorest in the world to one of
the richest in Africa. However, life expectancy is 40 years, mainly due to a
high incidence of HIV infection, and attempts to diversify industry have fal-
tered. Infant mortality is high in most low-income countries, but so it is in
upper middle-income Gabon. Almost as large a proportion of Bangladesh’s
population has access to safe water as Uruguay, though the latter has a per
capita GNP 16 times greater.

Subsequent chapters will consider the political importance of such char-
acteristics as poverty and inequality, dependence on foreign investment for
economic development, industrialization and urbanization as aspects of
modernization, and progress in the protection of human rights and free-
doms. The dependency which has featured in much of the discussion about
the nature of the Third World has also been central to interpretations of the
changes which are taking place there. In one sense the expression ‘Third
World’ represents a challenge to ‘development’ as autonomous growth and
progress. The controversies within the social sciences about development,
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underdevelopment and the consequences of contacts between rich and poor
countries will form the substance of later chapters. Before taking up these
issues, consideration must be given to the main type of encounter with
advanced societies – imperialism – and the explanation that have been
offered of it.
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2
Theories of Imperialism and
Colonialism

Introduction

An examination of the politics of underdevelopment must start with a con-
sideration of imperialism and colonialism. The importance of imperialism
in the histories of Third World countries cannot be exaggerated. So it is nec-
essary to know what social scientists have said about it as a foundation upon
which the present circumstances of underdevelopment rest.

The term ‘imperialism’ has been given many different meanings.
Sometimes it is defined as sovereignty over what were formerly independ-
ent political entities. For some it has meant a relationship of dependency
without necessarily involving the forceful annexation of territory which is
then placed under alien rule. In classical Marxism, and especially for
Hilferding, Bukharin and Lenin, imperialism referred to a stage of capital-
ism leading to political, economic and military rivalry and conflict between
the advanced capitalist countries at the turn of the nineteenth century
(Brewer, 1980, p. 80). In many formulations imperialism is associated with
colonialism. Economic exploitation combines with political domination
and the superimposing of European control over indigenous political
authority (Cohen, B. J., 1973, ch. 1). It has been taken to mean the economic
exploitation of weakness in another country, often associated more broadly
with a policy that aims to reverse the power relations between two countries
(Morgenthau, H. J., 1948, p. 42). After an exhaustive comparison of defini-
tions of imperialism, Cohen concludes that there are three necessary ele-
ments for such a relationship between countries to be said to exist:
inequality, domination, and a multiplicity of cause, not just economic.
Imperialism ‘simply refers to any relationship of effective domination or
control, political or economic, direct or indirect, of one nation over
another’ (Cohen, B. J., 1973, p. 16, emphasis in original).
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Imperialism should not, however, be equated with colonialism.
Colonialism, meaning the annexation and direct government of one country
by another, is a frequent but not universal adjunct of imperialism. The driv-
ing forces behind colonialism were additional to those motivating imperial-
ism, and brought about the political domination of a territory by an alien
power as an auxiliary activity to support economic control, not necessarily
of the same territory. Imperialism is thus mainly an economic concept,
whereas colonialism is a social and political concept. Colonialism was also
sometimes regarded as a cost by imperial powers rather than a benefit, albeit
a cost that in the context of international rivalry was unavoidable.

Not all Third World countries were colonies – the exceptions were
Thailand, Ethiopia, Liberia, Iran and Afghanistan – but the vast majority
were. More significantly, all Third World countries have as part of their histo-
ries some form of imperialism, if not direct colonial government of their ter-
ritory. As Michael Barratt Brown pointed out, in addition to the 800 million
people under colonial rule between the two world wars (a third of the world’s
population), a further 500 million in China, 150 million in Central and South
America, and 100 million in south-east Europe ‘had very limited economic
freedom of manoeuvre against the economic strength of the great industrial
powers’ (Barratt Brown, 1963, p. 159). So imperialism does not necessarily
mean taking political control of a country (Magdoff, 1972). As we shall see
later, some analysts wish to talk about imperialism in the post-colonial era as
a continuing phenomenon because they attach maximum emphasis to eco-
nomic exploitation that does not necessarily involve political annexation.

China, for example, was never a colony but experienced imperialism
through its economic relations with the Western powers. The establishment
of ‘treaty ports’, around which industrialization took place, was for the eco-
nomic benefit of foreign investors rather than for domestic development.
After the nationalist revolution in 1926 in China, British troops and war-
ships were sent to protect the concessions made to foreign investors in those
economic enclaves. In addition China lost parts of its own empire through
invasion and annexation by other powers: Indo-China to the French, and
Burma and Hong Kong to the British.

The first task in this chapter is to consider the major explanations of
imperialism and colonialism. Particular attention will be paid to the politi-
cal consequences for the dominated peoples. Criticisms of the dominant
interpretations will also be considered. The defensive and critical literature
on the subject of imperialism is vast. Even if attention is restricted to the
‘new’ imperialism of the late nineteenth century, with its associated colo-
nialism and therefore direct political consequences for those colonized,
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there is far too large a body of literature to do justice to here. Only the most
influential thinkers can be dealt with and even then the concentration will be
on what they had to say about the effects of imperialism on colonized soci-
eties. This provides a more relevant foundation for subsequent discussion of
theories of political change than would the long-standing debates about the
causes of imperialism, its relationship to the development of mercantilism and
capitalism, and its influence as a major cause of war between the European
powers (Cohen, 1973, ch. 2; Kiernan, 1974, p. 24; Larrain, 1989, pp. 62–77).

Secondly, the different forms taken by colonial penetration and the forces
shaping them will be identified. Finally, a brief look will be given at the
debate within the social sciences on the relationship between imperialism
and capitalism. The question is whether imperialism was a progressive force
for colonies because it introduced capitalism, regarded as significant either
because it is seen as a necessary stage of historical development, or because
it is seen as an advanced and civilized way of organizing an economy and
society. This section acts as a prelude to later examination of the controversy
over the significance of political independence to former colonies.

Explanations of imperialism

Pre-capitalist imperialism of the mercantilist period of European economic
development, such as Spanish and Portuguese conquest in South America,
involved the exaction of tribute and the control of trade routes to open up new
markets. As capitalism developed, the nations of Western Europe engaged in
territorial expansion and domination to acquire precious metals, luxury
goods and slaves, and to interfere in local production so that exploitation
could be intensified. From the mid-seventeenth to the late eighteenth cen-
turies the object of imperialism was to secure the raw materials and food
needed in the period of rapid growth in manufacturing which preceded the
Industrial Revolution, and to provide markets for those manufactures.

During the nineteenth century the transition from an imperialism based on
merchant capital to one based on industrial capital was completed. Warfare
between competing European nations for the control of colonies was largely
replaced by wars of conquest as new colonies were acquired. Between 1800
and 1878 the European nations extended their control from 35 per cent of the
globe’s land surface to 67 per cent. However, the rate of seizure between
1878 and 1914 was three times greater, represented most notably by the
scramble for Africa and giving the imperial powers control over 85 per cent
of the globe. This greater involvement in the world economy was primarily
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motivated by the transformation from competitive into monopoly capitalism
(Cohen, B. J., 1973, pp. 23–31; Brewer, 1980, ch. 1; Magdoff, 1982).

The most systematic attempts to explain imperialism focused on the
expansionism of Western European capitalist powers in the late nineteenth
century, and were derived from a combination of largely but by no means
entirely Marxist thinking. Marx himself wrote about imperialism, particu-
larly in relation to India, in Das Capital. The English writer Hobson, not
a Marxist but nevertheless radical, presented his ideas in Imperialism:
a Study, published in 1902. This book had a great influence on Lenin,
despite the fact that he regarded Hobson as a ‘bourgeois social reformer’
and ‘social liberal’. Rosa Luxemburg analysed imperialism in her book The
Accumulation of Capital (1913). Lenin’s Imperialism: the Highest Stage of
Capitalism was published in 1917. He was also influenced by the Austrian
Marxist Rudolf Hilferding’s Finance Capital published in Vienna in 1910;
and by the leading Bolshevik Bukharin, whose Imperialism and the World
Economy (written in 1915) was also based on Hilferding’s work (Brewer,
1980, p. 79).

These writers emphasized different aspects of the relationship between the
development of capitalism and imperialism. Marx’s own analysis of the cap-
italist mode of production saw capitalism as producing an international divi-
sion of labour. Capitalism also gave rise to a world market for commodities
produced by that division. The world was at the same time divided into
nation-states whose ruling classes protected their own national interests. So
there was an obvious contradiction, as capitalism developed, between the
internationally unifying tendencies of these new economic forces and the
competitive nature of nation-states. That contradiction was expressed in eco-
nomic rivalries and imperial expansion in pre-capitalist societies. As capital-
ist enterprises in the advanced countries sought to expand their markets and
maintain their levels of profit, they came into conflict with each other as they
sought control of new outlets for investment, sources of raw materials and
markets (Kemp, 1972, pp. 22–6). Marx placed great emphasis on the need
for what were increasingly monopolistic enterprises to reduce the costs of
raw materials such as the primary products that could be obtained from the
tropical dependencies, and the need to export capital by building ports and
railways in areas that had to be opened up to trade.

Marx examined the effects of colonization on the colonized peoples in a
fragmentary way, and was mainly concerned with Ireland and India. His
treatment of the two was not always consistent (Leys, 1975, pp. 6–7). In
Ireland, Marx believed colonialism had caused the expulsion of the peas-
antry through the establishment of capitalist agriculture and migration.
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Ireland’s function was to supply raw materials, cheap labour, a market for
manufactured goods and land for safe investment.

The effect on India of British industrial capitalism was a flooding of its
markets with British textiles and the destruction of Indian handicraft textile
production. State power was needed to make Asiatic society less resistant to
penetration by trade. The destruction of the Indian village, in which land
was held not privately but through membership of the community led to the
zamandari system of large landed estates, and the ryotwari system of taxa-
tion which treated cultivators as individual proprietors or tenants.

The progressive features of imperialism in India included the creation of
a labour force of dispossessed peasants, the accumulation of capital from
trade and usury, industrial development supported by the building of rail-
ways, political unity supported by the electric telegraph, the seeds of self-
determination supported by a British-trained army, reconstruction
supported by a free press, and the emergence of an educated middle class
‘endowed with the requirements of government and imbued with European
science’ (Marx, 1969, p. 133). Imperialism was thus creating the conditions
for industrial capitalism and a modern nation-state (Brewer, 1980, p. 58). It
would produce the same consequences as it had for the colonizers – the
development of society’s productive forces, and misery and degradation for
its workers.

In his later writings Marx emphasized the destructive aspects of imperi-
alism: enforcing dependence on agriculture to supply the needs of the
industrial world; draining capital from the colonies; and failing to complete
the institution of private property (Carnoy, 1984, pp. 174–5). Earlier he had
overestimated the strength of the forces making for change. Industry, trans-
portation and communications were not having the impact he thought on
caste and communalism, and were not to do so for many years. Nor was
agrarian capitalism providing the foundation for industrial capitalism
(Kiernan, 1974, pp. 180–91).

To some Marxists it seemed that national markets within the Western cap-
italist countries were unable to absorb the goods which capitalist enterprises
were producing or the savings which needed to be invested. Markets had to
be found elsewhere – hence the importance of colonies for trade and invest-
ment as well as for raw materials.

To Kautsky and Lenin the First World War appeared to be a culmination of
those tendencies that Marx had identified much earlier. Lenin was concerned
to explain the international forces that brought about the First World War, and
so systematized and popularized the Marxist theory of imperialism in his tract
of 1916. He repeated what Marx had said about capitalism reaching a stage of
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surplus which could not be reinvested in the domestic European economies
because local demand was insufficient to make that investment profitable. To
create that market would have required the consumption power of the work-
ing classes to have been strengthened by increases in wages. But for employ-
ers and the owners of capital to do that would have reduced the level of
surplus value created by labour and therefore the level of profits. So the
European powers were forced to look elsewhere to increase the profitability
of their investments. Exporting capital was for Lenin completely consistent
with low costs of production, low wages and the use of cheap raw materials.
The expansion of colonial conquests and annexations in the second half of the
nineteenth century coincided with capitalism’s transition from its competitive
form, based on the export of goods, to its monopolistic form, based on the
export of capital. ‘The non-economic superstructure which grows up on the
basis of finance capital, its politics and its ideology, stimulates the striving for
colonial conquest’ (Lenin, 1917, p. 84). He quoted Hilferding approvingly:
‘Finance capital does not want liberty, it wants domination.’

Lenin was unable to deal with the political aspects of imperialism
because his pamphlet was written for ‘legal’ publication in Russia and
therefore had to pass the tsarist censorship. His non-economic references
were mainly restricted to European conquests in Africa, Asia and the
Americas. But he did risk noting that British and French imperialists saw
the settlements for surplus population and the new markets provided by
colonies as the means of avoiding civil war in Europe.

Lenin was also aware that finance capital could thrive without colonies.
He thus raised another issue that was to become central to later debates
about imperialism. There were other forms of dependency. Countries could
be politically independent yet ‘enmeshed in the net of financial and diplo-
matic dependence’ (p. 85). Argentina was an example, so financially
dependent on London as to be a British ‘commercial colony’, with firm
bonds between British finance capital and the Argentine bourgeoisie, lead-
ing businessmen and politicians (p. 85). Yet another form of dependency
was found between Britain and Portugal, a ‘British protectorate’ providing
a market for goods and capital as well as safe harbours and other facilities.

During the period of capitalist imperialism the relations that have always
existed between ‘big and little states’ became a ‘general system’ and part of
the process of dividing the world: ‘they became a link in the chain of opera-
tions of world finance capital’ (p. 86). Other than this, Lenin did not give
a detailed discussion of colonial areas. Like Bukharin, he took it for granted
that imperialism would have a totally adverse effect on indigenous peoples
(Kiernan, 1974, p. 46).
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Rosa Luxemburg also emphasized the importance of pre-capitalist soci-
eties as new markets which could be controlled rather than left open to inter-
vention by other trading nations or left to be satisfied from within by
domestic producers. But she also showed how imperialism had to destroy
competition within pre-capitalist societies, by eradicating alternative
sources of supply so that the market could be monopolized by the imperial
power. That is what happened in India, where there had been a thriving local
textile industry based on cottage-scale production. Britain needed a market
for its own textiles, so imperialism required the systematic destruction of
local manufacturing capacity. This was accomplished by a combination of
discriminatory legislation, tariffs and subsidized competition.

For Rosa Luxemburg, colonialism represented capitalism’s need to
destroy what she called ‘natural economy’. She was consequently more
concerned than other Marxists with the effects of colonialism on the social,
political and economic structures within the colonies themselves. In social
organizations where ‘natural economy’ prevailed, such as simple peasant
communities, there was no demand for foreign goods and no surplus pro-
duction. In such economies the means of production and labour power were
bound together by the rule of law and custom. ‘A natural economy thus con-
fronts the requirements of capitalism at every turn with rigid barriers’
(Luxemburg, 1913, p. 369). Capitalism must therefore annihilate natural
economy wherever it is encountered. In the non-European countries the
methods used – coercion, taxation and commercial relations – were embod-
ied in colonial policies. Capitalism was not content with the means of pro-
duction that it could acquire through commodity exchange. Colonialism
gave it access to the productive forces of ‘vast tracts of the globe’s surface’.

Any opposition mounted by the colonized peoples was met by further
force: ‘permanent occupation of the colonies by the military, native risings
and punitive expeditions are the order of the day for any colonial regime’
(p. 371). Luxemburg saw British policy in India and French policy in Algeria
as the ‘classic examples’ of capitalism’s use of such methods. In India the
British enforced the compulsory alienation of land for tax arrears, artificially
created a landed aristocracy, and allowed the ancient irrigation system to
decay in its efforts to disrupt the social organization of the people. France, in
its determination to universalize private property among the Arabs of Algeria
and acquire land for French capitalists claimed uncultivated areas, estab-
lished settlements for the colonizers, imposed oppressive taxation, and broke
up joint family property, leading increasingly to ‘reckless speculation in
land, thriving usury and the economic ruin of the natives’ (p. 384).
Colonization had also assisted European capitalism by the destruction of
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rural industries and small-scale commodity producers in North America and
South Africa.

Capitalism’s need for new investment opportunities was a factor which
Hobson had already stressed. Markets were too small to make further invest-
ment in productive capacity profitable within Europe. Hobson showed that
contemporary imperialism acquired for Britain tropical and sub-tropical
regions with which there was only an insignificant amount of trade. He also
dismissed the prevalent belief among the proponents of imperialism that
colonial expansion was necessary to accommodate a surplus of population.
He saw the new wave of imperialism as being bad business for the nation but
good business for certain classes and professions that benefited from the mil-
itarism involved. Arguing largely from the South African case, Hobson
claimed that the greatest impulse for imperialism related to investment and
what he called the ‘cosmopolitanism’ of capital (Hobson, 1902, p. 51). The
period of ‘energetic imperialism’ was shown to coincide with a remarkable
growth in the earnings from foreign investments.

However, Hobson’s was not an entirely economistic interpretation of
imperialism. He was well aware of ideological forces which provided the
energy behind imperialism, which investors then manipulated and guided.
Politicians, soldiers, philanthropists, traders and missionaries generated the
patriotic forces and enthusiasm for imperialism, but the final determination
of where that energy was directed lay with the power of finance controlling
public opinion through an obedient press, educational system and church.
Hobson’s solution was radical reform at home which would increase levels
of private and public consumption, expand home markets and remove the
need for foreign ones. ‘It is not industrial progress that demands the open-
ing up of new markets and areas of investment, but mal-distribution of con-
suming power which prevents the absorption of commodities and capital
within the country’ (p. 85).

Hobson was also concerned to contest the statements by the protagonists
of imperialism about the beneficial consequences of British rule in her
dependent territories. Contemporary justifications for imperialism claimed
that the subjects of the Empire enjoyed benefits which it was the duty of the
British to bestow. Hobson dismissed this motive for imperialism as a mere
dressing-up of the ‘spirit of naked dominance’, pointing out that the ‘chival-
rous spirit of Imperialism’ never promoted any Western nation to ‘assail a
powerful State, however tyrannous, or to assist a weak state reputed to be
poor’ (p. 200). No power of self-government had been bestowed upon the
vast majority of the population of the Empire. ‘Political freedom, and civil
freedom, so far as it rests upon the other, are simply non-existent for the
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overwhelming majority of British subjects’ (p. 114). They enjoyed none of
the important political rights of British citizens, received no training in the
arts of free British institutions, and exercised no political privileges. The
most important fact of Empire for Hobson was that:

we have taken upon ourselves in these little islands the responsibility of
governing huge aggregations of lower races in all parts of the world by
methods which are antithetical to the methods of government which we
most value for ourselves. (p. 117)

He also challenged the view that imperialism was part of a necessary strug-
gle for survival among the races so that only the most ‘socially efficient’
would flourish, exposing this way of thinking as no more than the ethical
fallacy of assuming that the power to do something constitutes a right or
even a duty to do it. Anticipating controversies that were to surface again in
the sociology of development, Hobson warned that ‘the notion that civiliza-
tion is a single beaten track, upon which every nation must march, and that
social efficiency, or extent of civilization, can be measured by the respective
distances that the nations have gone, is a mischievous delusion’ (p. 188).

In colonies the progress of local people was sacrificed to social order,
both being subservient to the ‘quick development’ of profitable trade or ‘the
mere lust of territorial aggrandizement’. The missionaries used political
intrigue and armed force in their competition for converts. The scientific
knowledge possessed by the imperial powers was seldom used for ‘light and
leading’ in relations with indigenous peoples. Slavery had given way to
indentured and forced labour and other ways of compelling people to sub-
stitute wage labour for traditional life on the land, such as the confiscation
of land and livestock, taxation, and the establishment of ‘native locations’,
all designed to supply cheap labour for farms, mines and the military. In
India, in which Hobson regarded the British presence as in many respects
beneficial, a century of British rule had proved incapable of warding off
starvation, had forcibly destroyed much Indian art and industry, and had
subverted ancient village institutions.

Taken together these ‘classical’ explanations of imperialism saw the
monopolistic aspect of capitalism in the second half of the nineteenth
century as producing cartels and trusts needing protected markets in which
to invest and having the power to control markets and the terms of trade
between the European powers and their new dependencies. So part of
the explanation of imperialism was in terms of ‘push’ factors. In addition
there were the conditions in pre-capitalist societies which acted as a magnet
pulling capital from the developed economies – cheap labour, cheap

30 Understanding Third World Politics



Theories of Imperialism and Colonialism 31

raw materials and agricultural commodities (tin, copper, zinc, cotton,
rubber, coffee, tea, sisal, jute). The classical theorists of imperialism recog-
nized to varying degrees the pernicious effects of colonialism on society,
but their writings also indicate that some regarded the opening up of ‘back-
ward’ countries as ultimately a progressive movement (Larrain, 1989,
pp. 70–2).

Once these economic relationships were in place, a third set of factors
came into play – the strategic or protective aspects of colonialism which
applied to areas of no immediate economic benefit but which were impor-
tant for protecting areas that were from rival colonial powers – areas such as
Aden, protecting the approaches to India, were consequently of vital strate-
gic significance. Colonies spawned other colonies, whose function was to
support the imperial system (Sweezy, 1942). This was important for those
who wanted to play down the economic impulse behind imperialism.
Robinson and Gallagher (1961), for example, argued that the partition of
Africa represented attempts to protect other acquisitions, such as Britain’s
need to guard its two routes to India. Such an explanation is partially accu-
rate but it cannot be extended so as to exclude the significance of ‘the great
tidal force of capitalism’ altogether (Kiernan, 1974, p. 76).

Critiques of economism

The more economistic theories of imperialism have been criticized on a
number of counts. First, Hobson’s and Lenin’s association of imperialism
with war has been countered by the argument that war has other causes than
competition between capitalist societies for colonies. The Austrian econo-
mist Joseph Schumpeter argued in Imperialism and Social Classes that war
was an ‘objectless disposition on the part of a state to unlimited forcible
expansion’. Societies seek ‘expansion for the sake of expanding, war for the
sake of fighting, victory for the sake of winning, domination for the sake of
ruling’ (1951, pp. 5–6). Capitalism, according to Schumpeter, devotes its
competitive energies to purely economic activities. It also provides the
social context for opposition to war, arms expenditure, militarism and impe-
rialism; and support for peace, international arbitration and disarmament.
Although it may be true to say that imperialism cannot be blamed for war,
Schumpeter’s disassociation of war and capitalism is unconvincing.

Other historians of international relations and war deny that, with the pos-
sible exception of the Boer War, wars after 1870 were waged for imperialistic
motives. Imperialist rivalry was one of the causes of the First World War, but
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so were:

the interactions of the European alliance systems and nationalisms in
a framework dominated by balance of power thinking, security appre-
hensions generated by militarism and armaments competition, and the
conditions of international anarchy, that is, the absence of organisations
adequate to ensure peaceful settlement of disputes. (Dougherty and
Pfaltzgraff, 1981, p. 248)

Secondly, the direction of trade and investment throws doubt on the
importance of late nineteenth-century imperialism for European capitalist
development. After 1870 most international investment flowed between
European states or between Europe and North America or Australia.
Imperial investment from Britain in the 1880s and 1890s, for example, took
place mainly in Australia and Canada. Two-thirds of the great boom in
British overseas investment between 1900 and 1913 went to the Americas:
‘the new British colonial possessions in Asia and Africa, with the outstand-
ing exception of South Africa, hardly received any capital for their develop-
ment at all in this period, not 5 per cent of the total’ (Barratt Brown, 1963,
p. 94; Cohen, B. J., 1973, pp. 63–5). Between 1870 and 1914 the income
from overseas investments received by Britain was greater than the capital
exported, and most of what was sent overseas was in the form of loans to
governments and public utilities and not transfers from banks or monopo-
listic companies to their subsidiaries (Barratt Brown, 1972, pp. 54–5).
Before 1914 only 10 per cent of overseas investment from France went to its
empire (Aron, 1968, p. 261). Few of the territories that were acquired in the
wave of imperialism at the end of the nineteenth century were the best areas
for capital investment.

Similarly, trade with colonial dependencies constituted a small proportion
of European trade. The share of the colonies in markets for raw materials was
less than some of the theorists of imperialism would lead us to believe
(Cohen, B. J., 1973, pp. 60–2).

It is also significant that some non-imperialist countries experienced high
levels of economic growth, international trade and foreign investment without
imperialist acquisition. The Scandinavian countries are cases in points. Yet at
the same time countries such as Italy and Portugal were imperialistic despite
having relatively underdeveloped economies themselves and a scarcity of
capital. Schumpeter saw the finance imperialism thesis as undermined by the
fact that the United States, an increasingly powerful capitalist country in the
second half of the nineteenth century, did not annex Canada or Mexico, both
rich in resources but weak militarily (Schumpeter, 1951, p. 57). The USA was



developing very powerful monopolistic forces within its own economy long
before its relatively slight excursion into imperialism, notably in the
Philippines. Other countries that developed in this way also showed no incli-
nations towards imperialism or colonialism (Emmanuel, 1972a). Britain, a
country of cartels and other forms of capitalist concentration, did. Monopoly
capital and particularly finance capital were more a feature of German imperi-
alism than of British or French.

The motivation behind the imperialistic adventures of the advanced and
advancing industrialized economies of the West is varied and complex.
Studies of specific imperialist annexations reveal combinations of many
factors – diplomatic, strategic, geopolitical, cultural and racial, as well as
economic. It is not possible to reduce all of these to economic pressures.
Colonialism was often expensive, with only indirect benefits. The American
political theorist Edward McNall Burns summarized the non-economic
objectives of the new imperialism as follows:

National pride played a part in it also; and so did the desire of zealous
Christians to convert the heathen. Military and naval chieftains demanded
bases, coaling stations, and new sources of able-bodied recruits.
Politicians argued the need for territories where surplus inhabitants of the
mother country could settle without being ‘lost to the flag’. Few ever
migrated, but the argument continued to be used that colonies were nec-
essary to provide relief for population congestion in the developed
nations. (McNall Burns, 1963, p. 505)

States were sometimes drawn into colonial expansionism as a result of
conflict sparked off by the activities of traders, missionaries and explorers.
When the stability of regions became threatened by internal conflicts
among the indigenous communities and trade was thereby threatened, the
European state was drawn in to restore order. It was sometimes a matter of
trade following the flag, sometimes of the flag following trade. In West
Africa, when indigenous leaders found themselves integrated and subordi-
nated into an alien imperial system after believing that they had merely
entered into trading arrangements with European companies, and expressed
disquiet, alarm and outright hostility, they were quickly overcome by supe-
rior military technology, rapidly followed by an administrative apparatus.

The colonization of parts of Africa is frequently represented as a competi-
tion between European nations from the late nineteenth century. This was not
necessarily based on a sense of immediate economic advantage, but through
fear that European competitors might pre-empt territory, forestalling subse-
quent opportunities for trade and the extraction of raw materials. The British
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and French in West Africa were caught up in this, wanting to stop each other
gaining possessions as much as to occupy territory themselves. Hence the
‘scramble for Africa’ which could be explained partly in terms of trading
routes, safe ports of call, and the protection of trading posts and strategically
important areas, such as the Suez Canal zone. A comparable competition can
be seen earlier in the Indian sub-continent with the Portuguese in the six-
teenth century, and later the French and British, entering into agreements
with local power-holders over the establishment of ports, enclaves and con-
trol over the hinterland. These then provided bases for subsequent incursions
into the interior. That process was particularly associated in West Africa with
the slave trade, an important commodity in early imperialism.

Arghiri Emmanuel (1972b) added another factor to produce a more com-
plete explanation of the ‘costly and irrational’ impulse to colonize in sup-
port of European economic expansion and exploitation. Emmanuel argued
that the colonialists themselves, including not only the white settlers but
also the colonial civil servants and employees of the trading companies,
were an independent force behind colonialism. They promoted colonialism
because they found their livelihood in it.

Motives and justifications for imperial control also included racial ideolo-
gies and cultural prejudices. There was the overriding stereotype of ‘native’
peoples as needing the guiding light of European civilization, a view of trop-
ical and sub-tropical societies that was used extensively to justify the annex-
ation of vast territories and huge populations. Imperialism represented, in
Thornton’s words, ‘an immense responsibility for human welfare and the
opportunity for human betterment’ (Thornton, 1959, p. 305). Some justifica-
tions of empire typically ignored its economic motivation in favour of
a belief in ‘a duty imposed by some Providence on Englishmen to use their
power in the world as a power for good, without asking anyone else whether
they wanted to have good done to them or not’ (Kiernan, 1974, p. 70).

Imperialism for the imperialists meant bringing the benefits of their civi-
lization and technology, as well as of their liberty, justice, law and order to
people whose societies were thought to lack these qualities. It was easy
for the imperialists to convince themselves in their highly ethnocentric fash-
ion that the so-called savage and primitive races were simply awaiting the
benefits of Western civilization, that indeed there was a high moral duty to
carry those benefits into such backward areas. Gladstone, in a speech to the
House of Commons in 1877, referred to ‘the stupidity of those people who
cannot perceive the wisdom of coming under our sceptre’. He had been
asked why additions to the Empire so often involved so much bloodshed.
The reply was that the ignorant would inevitably resist what they did not
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understand to be in their interest. Joseph Chamberlain described imperial-
ism as ‘knowledge in place of ignorance, civilisation in place of barbarism’.
This is not the historian’s interpretation of imperialism but the imperialists’
attempts to justify the morally questionable if not indefensible. The reality,
according to Barratt Brown, was vastly different:

Establish and maintain a native feudal aristocracy, hold back the emer-
gence of a truly entrepreneurial class, divert the nationalist movement
into safe channels, hold down the peasant in debilitating poverty – it is
not too much to say that these have been the harsh realities, often openly
pursued, behind the lofty phrases about the white man’s burden and
preparation for self-government. (1963, p. 181)

Two hundred years of British rule in India left over 80 per cent of the peo-
ple illiterate, a record repeated throughout Asia and Africa. Seventy-five
years of British rule in West Africa left one fever hospital for 30 million
Nigerians, a ratio of doctors to inhabitants of 1 : 60,000, and only half the
children of one province surviving beyond their fifth year.

It has also been argued that imperialism was sometimes engaged in for
domestic political and ideological objectives, such as France’s reaction to
defeat in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870 and her need to reassert national
glory and rebuild the army; or Germany’s consolidation of the fatherland
between the World Wars. Sometimes there was the motive of counter-
expansionism against states that threatened to disturb the balance of power
in Europe. Imperialism was thus as much a function of international politics
in Europe as of national economic advantage. The argument that imperial-
ism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was much more a
political than an economic phenomenon has been forcefully put by
B. J. Cohen. Colonies were attractive to the European powers in their strug-
gle for international supremacy to protect their national security. As
Germany, France and Italy threatened Britain’s imperial interests in their
attempts to gain prestige and diplomatic advantage, so Britain retaliated by
further annexations to protect her existing possessions and sea routes. ‘The
contest for colonies became general’ (Cohen, 1973, p. 79).

Technological developments in communications, transportation and
weapons also affected Europe’s relationships with the rest of the world.
Progress in technology provided opportunities for acquisition of and control
over other parts of the world. Technology made it possible to develop new
trade routes and new routes into interiors (by, for example, the construction
of railways) when hitherto European contact had been limited to coastal set-
tlements. Advances in medicine enabled Europeans to survive inhospitable
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climates. Weaponry made possible the incorporation of communities with
which the Europeans had formerly only traded into imperial systems of
political control. However, the question of why the Europeans wanted to use
their technological advantage in this way remains. Unless technological
determinism – that once a more advanced society encounters a less
advanced one it will inevitably be driven to enlarge the area of contact by the
sheer force of its technological advantage – is accepted, the question of why
technology should have been put to the use that it was needs an answer. The
technological advantage argument is closely related to the self-justification
which the Europeans themselves produced to defend what they were doing,
the domination of one community by another.

Varieties of colonial intervention

The imperialist impulse produced a complex pattern of colonial intervention
in the world’s pre-industrial societies. In addition to the varying balance of
economic, strategic and diplomatic interests, and cultural expansionism
prompted by a confidence in the superiority of Western civilization, there
were highly variable local factors that conditioned the impact of European
intervention. These included material conditions and the different political
organizations encountered when the decision was taken to move from a
purely commercial relationship with pre-industrial societies to their political
incorporation into an imperial structure.

Nor did the European powers promote their cultures in the same way and
to the same degree. It is possible to contrast the approaches of the British and
French or Portuguese to their imperial possessions. Britain’s approach to the
dissemination of its culture was far more pragmatic than some of its conti-
nental neighbours, in that it sought to preserve indigenous cultures, values
and social structures where it suited the colonial power politically to do so. It
was possible for British imperialists to talk at one and the same time about
the great benefits to their colonial dependencies of the liberties that followed
the flag, while at the same time respecting and reinforcing caste and feudal-
ism. Britain’s need for political control and the maintenance of stability was
consistent with the preservation of indigenous practices. In many parts of
West Africa, for example, with the exception of inhuman punishments for
criminal offences defined according to local customary law, existing customs
and laws were left intact. It was far easier to keep a population quiescent
when it was partly governed by its own institutions, laws and customs,
although ultimately subject to the local representatives of the British Crown.
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A hierarchy of colonial officials extended from the Secretary of State for the
Colonies at the apex down to district commissioners in charge of large pop-
ulations and supervising the exercise of customary law by indigenous judges
and law-makers regarded as legitimate by the local population.

The French and Portuguese, by contrast, attempted assimilation. This
meant that native peoples were to be turned into Europeans, particularly
through Western education. This had significant implications for the devel-
opment of areas in which local political élites identified closely with Europe
and European culture. There was a much more vigorous policy, albeit in
reality aimed at a select minority and with limited effect (Berman, 1984,
p. 177), in French than in British territories of turning local people into local
versions of the populations of the imperial power. The assumption was that
local culture was an obstacle to the spread of European civilization.

The availability of fertile land and the possibility of utilizing it for peas-
ant cash cropping or plantations for tea, coffee, sugar and cotton, were other
variable factors. Sometimes the land could only be exploited for produce
that was already indigenous to the area. The introduction of cash crops from
abroad (such as rubber into Malaya from Brazil) was not always feasible.
The availability of deep-water harbours which could be linked to the inte-
rior by railways and roads also affected the pattern of colonial intervention.
Structure of communications and transportation were highly variable.
Initially rivers were the key to expansion, allowing penetration into the inte-
rior without any significant capital outlay. Traditional communication
routes tended to determine the spatial pattern of colonial investment. The
presence of minerals was another factor – copper in East Africa, gold and
diamonds in Southern Africa, and tin in Bolivia, for example. Climatic con-
ditions also differed, for example making East Africa far more conducive to
European settlement than West Africa.

Another variable was the indigenous social structures of the colonized
territories. Some local communities were extremely simple in their eco-
nomic activities, being based on hunting and gathering. Some were
nomadic pastoral communities, surviving on the basis of livestock which
was grazed over regular transhumance routes. Other societies had complex
agrarian systems with highly elaborate organizations for production, distri-
bution and exchange. Levels of urbanization varied considerably, too, with
some societies based on towns that performed the roles of administrative
and commercial centres. Some societies were highly feudalistic in terms of
relations between landowners and their tenant cultivators, whereas
elsewhere more egalitarian systems were found, with land held in common
and individual plots cultivated by families without rights to alienate or 
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accumulate. Concepts of rent and tenancy were absent from such cultures,
as were the political relationships that accompany them.

Different forms of political organization were encountered. There were
centralized state structures immediately recognizable as such by Europeans:
ancient kingdoms had clearly articulated forms of political authority and
leadership, with state functionaries recruited according to explicit rules; tra-
ditional leaders were surrounded by civil and military officialdom; territorial
divisions were created for purposes of administration, taxation, and the
enforcement of laws. Such structures of government were highly suitable for
the purposes of colonial administration, especially in the context of the prag-
matic approach to managing dependent territories mentioned earlier. Indirect
rule meant using the indigenous political structures for imperial objectives.
There were obvious political advantages in using the legitimacy conferred
upon traditional leaders who were at the same time loyal to, and dependent
on, the colonial administration. The benefits of such indirectly acquired
legitimacy were especially great under circumstances in which this would
otherwise have been extremely difficult, if not impossible, to achieve.
Exploiting military and commercial superiority was thus made easier.

The colonial powers found it relatively easy to persuade indigenous
rulers to accept this integration of their own traditional systems of decision-
making and adjudication into the colonial state hierarchy. Claimants to the
throne received the support of the colonial authorities in return for their 
loyalty and co-operation. Corrupt, incompetent or insubordinate rulers 
were easily deposed and there were always more co-operative princes,
chiefs and emirs to replace them (Berman, 1984, p. 184). British officials
became the real power behind the thrones of indigenous rulers, intervening
according to the precise needs of the European presence. Such interventions
had to be greater if there was a need to remove local people from their land
through legislation and other instruments of colonial policy. Elsewhere
there was simply a need to preserve conditions under which cash crops
could be produced by peasant cultivators according to traditional methods
of cultivation. Here indirect rule was a most appropriate form of colonial
administration.

Indigenous political structures were not always so familiar and useful to
colonial government. In the acephalous societies, without formal positions of
permanent leadership, government was organized without separate institu-
tions for making laws, adjudicating in disputes and performing other civil and
military functions on behalf of the community. Far less familiar forms of
authority were used to manage society’s communal affairs, such as age
groups, lineages, clans or elders. What was required was an interpretation of
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the wisdom of ancestors in order to solve disputes over land, family affairs or
economic activities, make decisions concerning the welfare of the commu-
nity, or deal with conflicts with neighbouring communities. In societies with-
out obvious structures of chieftaincy or other political offices it was much
more difficult to integrate indigenous political authority into an imperial sys-
tem. Offices had to be artificially created for the purposes of colonial govern-
ment, a source of great discontent and alienation in the communities affected,
sometimes leading to political instability and problems of social order.

A consequence of such local economic, social and political variety, com-
bined with the varying motivations of the imperialists, was that different
forms of colonial intervention developed. In some areas plantations were set
up in which industrialized forms of agricultural production were created,
requiring large numbers of wage labourers and European managers.
Elsewhere mining activities required the encouragement of the local popula-
tion into the formation of an industrial labour force. In other areas imperial-
ism required the encouragement of peasant cash cropping without changing
the relations of production by the introduction of wage labour or new tech-
nology. Another variation on the colonial theme was European settlement on
the best land available, leading to permanent commitments on the part of
white minorities. It was common to find more than one form of colonial
intervention in a single colony – as in Kenya and Tanganyika, where peasant
production was combined with plantation and settler agriculture.
Economically one form was usually dominant, as in the Gold Coast, where
peasant commodity production dominated a colonial economy that included
European-owned mining operations (Berman, 1984).

The introduction of capitalism

The variation in the forms taken by colonial penetration and imperialism and
the different activities engaged in by the Europeans, combined with the dif-
ferent circumstances encountered by them, led to a debate among historians
and social scientists about whether colonialism transformed pre-capitalist
societies into capitalist societies through incorporation into a network of
capitalist relations that extended from metropolitan centres as new territo-
ries were absorbed into empires; or whether capitalism simply traded upon
pre-capitalist relations and modes of production that were part of traditional
society, so that even though the firms extracting raw materials and agricul-
tural produce from the colonies were capitalist, the actual processes of pro-
duction remained largely unchanged. This controversy formed an important
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part of the debate about post-colonial ‘dependency’ and will be referred to
again in that context in Chapter 4.

On the one hand, it was quite possible for cash crops and even raw mate-
rials to be produced for the imperialists by pre-capitalist methods. The ear-
lier stages of imperialism did not find it necessary to affect the mode of
production in the colonized society. Peasant production was in no way cap-
italist but could still produce the commodities that the West needed.
Colonial interests were pursued through existing relations of production
within peasant or tribal communities except insofar as mechanisms were
introduced to increase the rate of exploitation of labour.

On the other hand, where there were mining enclaves, plantations and
expatriate agricultural settlement the effect on the indigenous societies was
most traumatic and was likely to transform peasant producers into wage
labourers or capitalist farmers. European capital investment was relatively
high in such areas, and some encouragement was given to the development
of an industrial economy (Barratt Brown, 1963, p. 169). There was far less
capital investment in areas without European settlement. Investment in pri-
mary production also brought changes to a colony through the creation of
wage labour in ports and railways. In such cases capitalism can be said to
have transformed indigenous social and economic systems. Sometimes the
quest for raw materials led the Western powers to interfere in the relations
of production and in market relationships, particularly changing the balance
between food crops and cash crops to increase the production of the latter.
Local political control was important in turning local producers away from
subsistence agriculture towards exportable commodities for the European
economies. Imperialism thus became associated with famine in some
circumstances, as in parts of India.

So the extent to which imperialism actually affected or interfered with
pre-capitalist modes of production varied a good deal. Probably nowhere
were traditional pre-capitalist forms of production and the social relations
accompanying them completely abolished, but nowhere were they left com-
pletely unchanged. Where a system of landlordism existed, for example,
which the colonial authorities found convenient for the management of
labour and other features of local society, the colonial authorities would at
the same time tax the incomes of landlords who, as a consequence, were
denied full access to the resources over which they previously had com-
mand. Relationships with tenants and labourers was changed. This hap-
pened in India when the colonial authorities used the richer tenant classes
for the management of society and the extraction of revenue (Kiernan,
1974, pp. 18–19).
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Over a period of time changes in relations of production gradually took
place under the influence of colonialism. This generated another controversy
about the economic and political consequences of imperialism, and about
whether colonialism encouraged or obstructed capitalist industrialization
(Sutcliffe, 1972). One interpretation is that imperialism did not provide a basis
for industrialization because wealth was remitted to metropolitan centres and
natural resources were exploited using an artificially created and controlled
proletariat. The terms of trade were adversely affected by dependence on a lim-
ited number of export crops and restricted markets. European investment in the
infrastructure of railways, ports, roads, and the telegraph aimed solely to
extract primary products for export (Barratt Brown, 1963, pp. 160–3).

Others, notably the Marxist economist Bill Warren, have argued that
imperialism and colonialism did encourage the development of capitalism,
acting as a ‘powerful engine of progressive social change’. The significance
of this controversy, which will be returned to when the concept of neo-
colonialism is analysed in Chapter 4, for present purposes lies not so much
in its implications for understanding the economic development of depend-
ent societies as in its significance for understanding social development and
therefore the emergence of political forces.

Colonialism changed colonial society in ways that eventually led to the
emergence of new social groupings and political forces. The spread of
urbanization, the gradual opening up of the professions and the bureaucracy
to local people, the development of an indigenous commercial middle
class, and the acquisition of Western education by a privileged local élite,
all provided a social basis for nationalist movements, demands for self-
government, and the emergence of political parties and other organizations
to represent the interests of sections of indigenous society (Barratt Brown,
1963, p. 180).

Colonialism also enabled imperialism to employ coercion to enforce the
introduction of commodity production and wage labour. The colonial
authorities exercised direct control over labour, deployed arbitrary political
authority, adapted indigenous forms of social order such as caste, enforced
laws restricting the free movement of workers including bonded labour, and
interfered with the labour market to reduce its cost. Taxation, forced labour,
the creation of official markets or trading centres, and compulsory crop pro-
duction were widely used to ensure a supply of labour and export com-
modities: ‘In sum, the recruitment of labour and the regulation of relations
of production were increasingly assumed by colonial states, rather than
being left to unpredictable “market” forces or the direct confrontation of
labour and capital’ (Berman, 1984, p. 170).
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Taking the Indian sub-continent as an example, Wood itemizes the extent
of colonial state intervention designed to ensure the right conditions for the
exploitation of labour in order to raise the level of the surplus value which it
creates:

tenancy legislation, revenue and rent fixing, head/poll taxes, monetiza-
tions of those obligations, registration of families, restrictions on their
mobility, control of migrant workers and disposal of their incomes,
expropriation of land to create homelands for expatriate settlement and
plantations. (Wood, G. D., 1984b, p. 35)

Consequently political and economic relationships became fused, leaving
‘little room for the legitimating support of bourgeois ideology’. This failure
to convert labour into a commodity whose status is sustained by ‘bourgeois
freedoms’ had profound effects on political development. The absence of
laws and practices supporting the development of a labour force free to enter
into wage contracts with employers removed an essential prerequisite of the
liberal democratic state. Colonialism in its political and economic form was
not consistent with the model of the bourgeois state. The role of the colonial
state was inconsistent with the values and practices of liberalism.
Colonialism could not provide an ideology to sustain liberal democracy. This
may be colonialism’s most important legacy for post-colonial societies.

Two further legacies of the colonial experience can be identified. From a
comparative study of African colonies Berman concludes first that colonial-
ism established the state as the source of economic development and there-
fore as the focus of a particular kind of political conflict. The process began
when colonial administrators encouraged selective indigenous élites to par-
ticipate in production and trade through institutions such as co-operatives
which had been established by the colonial authorities. ‘All of this meant that
the administrators mediated access to many of the sources of accumulation
and the state increasingly became the necessary focus of the emerging proto-
capitalist class’ (Berman, 1984, p. 186; see also Lonsdale, 1981, pp. 193–4).
This trend was encouraged by post-war colonial development policies
involving state-sponsored rural development programmes, commodity mar-
keting boards, wage and labour laws, and public expenditure on the social
and economic infrastructure. Consequently political power became much
more than a matter of national sovereignty for the emerging nationalist élites.

Secondly, Berman notes that the colonial administrations fragmented
African society through an informal policy of ‘divide and rule’. This
obstructed the development of alignments on a national scale by encouraging
identification with ethnicity and locality. It was in the interest of colonial
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administration to prevent the development of class consciousness by any stra-
tum of indigenous society. ‘African political and social forces were frag-
mented, isolated and contained within the framework of local administrative
units which … inhibited the coalescence of African opposition and resistance
into a colony-wide challenge to the colonial order’ (Berman, 1984, pp. 186–7).
The ‘tribalism’ thus encouraged persisted into the immediate post-independence
period and became a major source of destabilizing political conflict.

Further political change was occasioned by reliance on the co-option of
traditional authority. In Africa, for example, chiefs were invested with more
power than they traditionally enjoyed in return for their support and co-
operation. Hoogvelt argues that this undermined their legitimacy in tradi-
tional society, leaving political space for new élites whose status rested on
Western educational achievement. Thus a dual political structure was cre-
ated of Westernized élites in the urban areas and traditional élites, supported
by the administration through the reaffirmation of local law and custom, in
the rural areas (Hoogvelt, 1978, p. 107).

Conclusion

Colonialism has now all but disappeared: there are a few small pockets left
in the world. National sovereignty is the rule. Latin American independence
had been achieved by the end of the nineteenth century, whereas in Africa
and Asia colonialism came to an end largely as a result of the Second World
War. Social scientists found themselves confronted by a growing number of
newly independent states after that war and became interested in how these
societies were going to progress and develop. This was of more than merely
academic interest. It was important for the foreign policies of the great pow-
ers that were interested in the way that modernizing countries would change,
whether they would achieve a stability that favoured Western interests and, if
not, whether such regimes could be destabilized to produce a less hostile
environment for Western economic, strategic and diplomatic aims.
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3
Modernization and Political
Development

Social evolution

Modernization theory has its origins in classical evolutionary explanations
of social change (Tipps, 1973, pp. 200–1). Its intellectual roots are in the
European evolutionists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: the
French philosophers and founders of modern sociology Auguste Compte
and Emile Durkheim; the British philosopher Herbert Spencer; and of
course Marx (Bock, 1978; Varma, 1980, p. 34). All were in their different
ways trying to explain the transformation from pre-industrial to industrial
society. Two elements in particular from that early theorizing were carried
over into debates about modernization in the Third World. One is the belief
that social change involves continuity and the other is the belief in progress
(So, 1990, pp. 18–20).

Continuity is not seen as neutral but as progressive. The early theorists of
social evolution assumed that change implied advancement and improve-
ment, a highly qualitative aspect of the transition from pre-industrial to
industrial society. It was also common for such social theorists in the nine-
teenth century to think in terms of stages of development, and at the very
least to distinguish between the traditional stage and the modern stage of
social evolution. This is an idea that was incorporated into more recent
thinking about the process of becoming a modern society (Hoogvelt, 1978,
pp. 11–12).

Progressive continuity involves two sets of transformations: increased
complexity, and greater specialization in human organization and activity in
the social, economic and political spheres. Twentieth century concepts of
modernization inherited all of these assumptions about continuity and
progress. The conclusions about specialization and complexity were also
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influential. Some theorists described these processes in terms of greater dif-
ferentiation in society, a particularly important concept in modern versions
of evolutionist thinking.

Modernization theory, like other evolutionary explanations of society, had
its own view of the end of the evolutionary process. Modernization meant
advancement towards a condition corresponding to the industrial capitalist
societies of the West. A society that is becoming modern is one that acquires
characteristics common to more developed societies, achieving things that
modern societies have in common (Eisenstadt, 1966, p. 1). Traditional soci-
eties will gradually eliminate their economic, political and particularly
cultural institutions and values, replacing them with modern ones.

The attributes needed for modernization were seen as interrelated.
Economic and social values were linked through such individual values as
the work ethic, needed to support the kind of activities upon which modern
industrial society depended but not found in traditional society.
Modernization theory thus relied heavily on Max Weber’s view of religious
beliefs as sustaining certain kinds of economic relationships. Modernization
theorists, while not necessarily wanting to disseminate Protestantism, nev-
ertheless accepted that normative values were extremely significant as
a foundation for launching new kinds of economic initiatives.

Differentiation

Social differentiation was an idea developed most fully by the French
philosopher and sociologist Emile Durkheim who applied the idea of the
division of labour to society generally. As societies grow and become more
complex the level of specialization increases and specialized roles become
more interdependent. Social activities become divided among a multiplicity
of institutions. As population size and density increase, urbanization
spreads and communications improve, this division of labour is extended.

Differentiation thus refers to an increasing level of institutional specializa-
tion and greater heterogeneity within society. For example, in traditional
society the family as one structure performs a number of roles – reproductive,
economic, educational – whereas in modern society there are specialized
institutions for economy, education, and socialization, developed outside the
family. The family’s role becomes more specific and restricted while
new institutions are elaborated to perform these and additional roles that
modern society demands. Specialization of political roles was seen by the
neo-evolutionists as part of becoming a modern polity.
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The historian S. N. Eisenstadt showed how structural differentiation
affected stratification. The process of modernization fragments social status,
so that different people hold positions of high status in different social
spheres. It is not just that roles become more specialized. Leaders in different
institutional spheres – bureaucrats, entrepreneurs, military leaders, intellectu-
als, political élites – do not form definite strata or classes, whereas the ten-
dency is ‘in many pre-modern societies for most property, power and status
relations either to coalesce or to be segregated in a rather rigid hierarchical
order’ (Eisenstadt, 1966, p. 8).

Secularization

Secularization is a process by which societies become more rationalized. It
occurs when people perceive that the circumstances around them are change-
able by human intervention. If religious belief, such as fatalism, prevents
society from seeing the environment in that way then religion may become
an obstacle to modernization. A rational or secular basis of social values does
not accept as unalterable or sacred the facts of life. Secularization means
enabling people to differentiate between the sacred and the profane, the
religious world and the world of material objects. It does not interpret
everything in terms of a set of beliefs about what is sacred and what is
handed down from time immemorial. Those beliefs may remain but people
begin to separate them from secular concerns, the latter then being exposed
to rational scrutiny.

The precursor of this aspect of modernization theory was the German soci-
ologist Max Weber whose theory of social action distinguished between
actions determined by reason and actions determined by habit or emotion.
Bureaucracy was Weber’s model of rational government. In the domain of the
state, bureaucracy epitomized the idea of linking means to ends, and of defin-
ing an objective and calculating what needed to be done to achieve it.
Bureaucracy, based on rules, expertise, plans and calculations, was the ideal
form of authority for the rationalization of politics. Rational–legal authority
combines the idea of means being related to ends with the idea that rules,
offices and public action would no longer reflect heredity, tradition, custom or
charisma. Rules reflect an understanding of cause and effect in the political
sphere. Rather than respect rules simply because they are endorsed by custom,
religion or traditional values, rules are respected because they are instrumental.

Greater rationality is supported by the growth of scientific and technolog-
ical knowledge. M. J. Levy wrote that society was ‘more or less modernized
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to the extent that its members use inanimate sources of power and/or use
tools to multiply the effects of their efforts’ (Levy, 1966, p. 11). Black asso-
ciated modernization with the adaptation of institutions to ‘the rapidly grow-
ing functions that reflect the unprecedented increase in man’s knowledge,
permitting control over his environment’ (Black, 1966, p. 7). Rustow saw
modernization as resulting from man’s ‘rapidly widening control over
nature’ (1967, p. 3). Moore equated modernization with ‘the process of ratio-
nalisation of social behaviour and social organisation’, defining rationaliza-
tion as the ‘normative expectation that objective information and rational
calculus of procedures will be applied in pursuit or achievement of any
utilitarian goal’, an example being the use of sophisticated technology in
industry (Moore, 1977, pp. 34–5).

Modernization theory requires us to have some sort of perception of non-
modern or traditional society. It also requires us to think about the way in
which traditional social structures and values somehow hinder or present
obstacles to modernization (Higgott, 1978, p. 31). The values and institu-
tions of traditional society are seen as causing underdevelopment and block-
ing modernization. Development policies have been designed to overcome
‘obstacles’ to modernization which take the form of traditional values. For
example, traditional societies are sometimes said to have failed to understand
the problem of over-population and therefore fail to adopt appropriate meth-
ods of birth control. Or they fail to see the dangers of over-urbanization,
leading to the appalling squalor of Third World slums and shanty towns.
These failures of perception are associated with what is seen as a lack of
rationality in the sense of being able to relate means to ends and so produce
policies, strategies and interventions that will deal with problems. So part of
the idea of a society becoming modern is a society which not only develops
the administrative capability to embark upon policies but also develops the
very way of thinking that permits phenomena to be confronted, a mode of
thought which accepts that things can be changed by human agency, by set-
ting goals and working out the means of achieving them.

Cultural modernization

Secularization and rationalization require changes in cultural patterns.
These changes were categorized by Parsons (1951, 1960, 1966) as ‘pattern
variables’; variable patterns of related values with which people make
judgements about other members of their society or the way people orient
themselves within social relationships. He argued that social change was

Modernization and Political Development 47



essentially a matter of how we perceive people with whom we come into
contact, whether in the family, wider social organizations, territorial com-
munities, or occupations.

Parsons saw traditional society as characterized by particularism
whereas modern society is characterized by universalism. A particularistic
judgement of or response to a fellow member of society applies special val-
ues because of a unique relationship between the people involved. Members
of a kinship group or family will judge each other according to criteria
applicable to that group relationship alone. When one only has values that
can be utilized in the context of unique social relations a society is at the tra-
ditional end of the continuum. When judgements can be made on universal
criteria, regardless of other dimensions of social relationships, society is at
the modern end. When there are standards which can be applied to any indi-
vidual, regardless of their position in society, universalism is said to exist.
Criteria of performance that are defined independently of the status of those
being evaluated constitute a pure form of universalism.

Parsons then contrasts ascribed status with achieved status. The former
implies the existence of inherent qualities associated with the specific indi-
viduals concerned. For example, in a society which respects the wisdom of
its older members, as soon as one becomes an elder that wisdom is assumed
to exist by definition. It is not appropriate to apply independent tests of
competence. Achieved status depends upon a capacity to satisfy independ-
ent and abstract criteria that are defined independently of the other qualities
of the individual concerned. When status is inherent in the person, society is
traditional. Where status is aquired by the achievement of abstract qualities
defined in terms of objective criteria, such as educational qualifications,
society is modern. Ascriptive political office would be represented by an
inherited position whereas achievement would be exemplified by a bureau-
crat recruited on the basis of acquired characteristics defined as necessary
for particular tasks to be performed.

A third pair of cultural patterns contrasts affectivity with neutraliy.
‘Affectivity’ refers to emotional attachments between people. Neutral
attachments are based on instrumentality and objectives external to personal
relationships.

Finally diffuseness is contrasted with specificity. Diffuse relations refer to
the complex web of interconnections that link people together involving
many roles and aspects of their lives. Here judgements can only be made
about a total person. Their different roles cannot be separated for purposes
of evaluation and the definition of social relationships. When society is
formed on the basis of specificity it is possible to distinguish the different
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roles performed by individuals and to be concerned with just one of them –
as employer or employee, landlord or tenant, for example. Individuals in
modern societies are seen as involved in a multiplicity of single stranded
relationships. Specificity signifies the separateness of social relations and
their relative independence from each other. Diffuse relations combine all
aspects of the individual’s role in society and it is not possible to exclude
consideration of some of these different aspects when individuals interre-
late. Relationships are multistranded. No individual can abstract one of
those relationships and give it an independent existence.

Such variables enable us to see how far a society has changed along
different dimensions. However, each set of pattern variables represents an
analytical model to which no reality corresponds exactly.

From tradition to modernity

Building upon these theoretical foundations, modernization theorists
emphasized features of the process by which it was thought the undevel-
oped societies of the world would become modern. First, they contrasted the
characteristics of an ideal-type which was designated ‘modern’ with one
that was designated ‘traditional’. Development is then viewed as the trans-
formation of the former into the latter (Nash, 1963). Development is seen as
evolutionary, implying the bridging of a gap formed by observable differ-
ences between rich and poor countries ‘by means of an imitative process, in
which the less developed countries gradually assumed the qualities of the
industrial nation’ (Blomstrom and Hettne, 1984, p. 20).

Sociologists such as M. J. Levy (1952) and Neil Smelser (1963) described
the structures of relationships that are required in industrial society, arguing
that the patterns dominant there inevitably spill over into other areas of
life, especially the political system, where values must be compatible with
those of the economy. The importance of structural differentiation in the
social changes accompanying economic development was emphasized.
Differentiation occurs with the transition from domestic to factory produc-
tion, the replacement of family and church by the school in the education
function, and the substitution of the complex political party structure for
tribal factions.

Modernization theorists also asked what needs must be satisfied to main-
tain a social system in a healthy state. Are there general functional prereq-
uisites in society? Parsons argued that there were. The first was adaptation
so that a social system can survive in its environment. The second was goal
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attainment – the need to be organized so as to achieve collective objectives
such as waging war. Thirdly, there is the function of integration or main-
taining social support for the system. Fourthly, Parsons identifies the func-
tion of pattern maintenance, or the need for stability and continuity.
However different societies might be in other respects, they all have to
develop ways of performing these essential functions if they are to survive.
Social structures have to exist in order to perform functions. The task of the
social scientist is to identify and classify the structures that are developed in
different societies for this purpose.

Adaptation was thought to be particularly important. If that could be
achieved then societies could change in response to changes in the environ-
ment. This modifies the idea of maintaining stability and continuity. In the
natural world biological organisms can adapt to a changing environment,
albeit over very long periods of time. They can cope with change and sur-
vive. Societies and political systems, it was argued, have to do the same.

The application of modernization theory to politics was combined with a
particular approach to social anthropology to produce a functionalist inter-
pretation of political change. It had a major impact on the comparative study
of politics when it appeared that the existing tools of political analysis were
inappropriate for the task of including within a comparative analytical
framework the new states appearing in the international political arena after
the Second World War.

The organic metaphor

The very term ‘function’ suggests among other things an analogy between
a society and a biological organism. In biology ‘function’ refers to the con-
tribution which different parts of an organism make to its maintenance. This
biological analogy is useful to remember in order to get a grip on the
presuppositions that were articulated about politics and government by this
school of thought. Organizations such as political parties or administrative
agencies were deemed to have little meaning until it was known what
purposes they serve for the functioning of the organism as a whole
(Almond, 1965, p. 184).

Political development theory borrowed two other key ideas from biology:
interdependence and equilibrium. Interdependence means that when one
component of an organism changes, the organism as a whole is affected. For
example, the emergence of mass political parties or the mass media
‘changes the performance of all the other structures of the political system,
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and affects the general capabilities of the system in its domestic and foreign
environments’ (Almond, 1965, p. 185). If the change is dysfunctional to the
system ‘the dysfunctional component is disciplined by regulatory mecha-
nisms, and the equilibrium of the system is re-established’ (p. 185). Political
systems tend towards equilibrium. Institutions preserve their character or at
most change slowly.

Structure and function

Social structures are sets of roles performed by individual members of the
set. Roles are distinguished from persons. When roles are performed in a
particular set they constitute a social structure. Individuals thus make up
numerous different structures. A member of the role set of the family con-
tributes to that structure as well as to the other structures to which they con-
tribute roles – at work, in religious ceremonies, in the interpretation and
enforcement of law and custom, in community associations, in political
organizations, and so on. In pre-modern societies age may determine which
set an individual contributes to. Age-grades then become an important
structure for the performance of social functions.

The relationship between structure and function gave rise to the label
‘structural functionalism’ because the theory addressed the key question of
how functions are performed for the social organism (Moore, 1979). This
was an extremely influential theory for a while that, ironically, was all but
abandoned by sociologists outside the USA when it was taken up by
American political scientists in their efforts to devise a means of comparing
all known political systems. Political science’s need was for a theoretical
framework that could cope with a bewildering variety of exotic political sys-
tems that could not be accommodated within existing modes of comparison
(Eulau, 1963; Holt and Turner, 1972; O’Brien, 1972; Varma, 1980, p. 58).

Structural functionalism was intended to provide such a comparative
framework of analysis to explain how very unfamiliar political behaviour
performed familiar political functions. In non-Western societies unfamiliar
structures were performing functions needed in all political systems. New
concepts were required to understand such phenomena. The concepts of
contemporary political science were not, it was decided, equipped for the
task. Western political science up to this point had been based on the com-
parison of institutions and, even more restrictedly, institutions found in the
developed industrialized societies and their processes of democratization.
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Once again biology provided the required insight:

The problem of developing categories to compare the conversion
processes of different kinds of political systems is not unlike the problem
of comparative anatomy and physiology. Surely the anatomical structure
of a unicellular organism differs radically from that of a vertebrate,
but something like the functions which in the vertebrate are performed by
a specialised nervous system, a gasto-intestinal tract, are performed
in the amoeba by intermittent adaptations of its single cell. (Almond,
1965, p. 195)

By analogy, complex political systems have specialized structures for
performing distinctive tasks to enable political inputs to be converted into
outputs while simple ones do not.

Functionalism became the political interpretation of modernization
theory in order to find a way of addressing societies that were rapidly
achieving the status of nation states with apparently modern political insti-
tutions such as legislatures, parties, constitutions, and executives grafted on
to structures that were totally unfamiliar to most Western observers other
than anthropologists. It was understood that those unfamiliar structures
were performing key political functions. The functionalists therefore aban-
doned comparative methods based on structures in favour of one based on
functions. If structures were persisted with, the cultural context of contem-
porary political institutions in new states would be incomprehensible. The
analytical tools would be totally inappropriate. The search for constitutions,
parties, pressure groups, legislatures and bureaucracies would be fruitless in
societies whose government did not depend on such structures.

A set of functions has to be performed in all societies no matter how com-
plex or simple, industrialized or agrarian. The task is to establish what these
are and then seek out the structures that perform them in different societies.
Comparative politics could no longer prejudge the question of structures. If
communities are found to enforce their rules not by courts, police forces, pris-
ons and the other institutions of the state but by contests between the injured
parties, tempered by public opinion within lineages, as in the Nuer of the
southern Sudan, it should not be assumed that such societies were disorgan-
ized, chaotic or without the means of governing themselves. They might be
societies without Governments but they were not societies without govern-
ment or regular ways of performing necessary political functions. Structures
existed to perform those functions. Familiar legislative structures might not
exist to make legally binding rules but other social structures would exist to
perform this function of articulating rules, perhaps by age-groups.
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Another major contrast drawn by the functionalists between developed
and developing societies was in the existence of boundaries between social,
political and economic systems. In traditional societies these often appeared
to be lacking, whereas in a modern society, according to the functionalists,
it was possible to separate structures that were primarily economic from
those that were primarily social or political.

The functionalists needed both a theory of the political system – a more
appropriate label than ‘state’ given the existence of stateless societies – and
a theory of change or development. Like all modernization theorists they
wanted to incorporate into their thinking the idea of progressive change.
Societies were seen as not merely moving from one condition to another but
from being traditional to being developed, implying improvement and
progress in the way that societies are governed.

The political system

The functionalist theory of the political system rests on five key concepts;
politics; system; structure; culture; and function.

By politics the functionalists mean social relationships involving the legit-
imate monopoly of physical coercion, following the Weberian definition of
the state but with modifications drawn from the more recent work of
M. J. Levy, Lasswell, Kaplan and Easton (Almond and Coleman, 1960,
pp. 5–7; Almond, 1965, pp. 191–2). Political activities, whether inputs or
outputs, demands or policies, are directed at control of or influence over the
use of coercive power (Almond, 1965, p. 193). Whatever the values prompt-
ing demands for action by the authorities, and whatever the nature of the
action called for, ultimately these relate to the coercive power of the political
system.

The concept of system conveys the interrelationships between the parts of
a polity so that when there is change in one part of the system other parts
will be affected. A political system is made up of particular roles involving
the monopoly of physical force and the establishment and maintenance of a
process by which inputs are converted into outputs. The political process
generates both demands for policies and a number of supports for govern-
mental ouputs. Those demands and supports on the input side are converted
into outputs through political processes. All societies have ways of convert-
ing inputs into outputs. They constitute its political system. In all societies
there were interactions which produced political outputs by means of the
employment or threat of employment of legitimate physical compulsion.
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The political system was thus perceived as a legitimate set of interrelated
structures for maintaining order and responding to the changing pressures
of the environment. Those structures would in part be regulative and coer-
cive, concerned with the suppression of dissent. They would also be distrib-
utive, shifting resources between sectors of society. Extractive structures
would draw resources from society through such means as taxation.

The idea of structures as sets of interrelated roles that make up the polit-
ical process enables the functionalists to identify how functions could be
performed without preconceived ideas associating particular functions with
corresponding structures. So a legislature, for example, was a set of interre-
lated roles performing the function of making legally binding rules.

Functionalists developed the concept of culture to bring into the frame-
work of political analysis the idea that all societies contain discernible
attitudes and dispositions towards politics. Parson’s pattern variables are
utilized in political development theory, sometimes to dichotomize tradi-
tional and modern systems of politics, as in F. W. Riggs’ (1957) models
of Agraria and Industria, and sometimes to demonstrate a ‘dualism’ of polit-
ical structure found in all societies, as in Almond’s distinction between
primary and secondary structures in societies where primitive or pre-
modern political structures persist in modern political systems (Almond,
1960, p. 23).

A society in crisis is often a society in which the dominant political cul-
ture is being undermined by competing sets of beliefs. It can no longer sus-
tain the level of support needed by the political system for it to survive. The
political culture thus consists of values about how politics should actually
be conducted, and how the processes of government should be carried on.
The legitimacy adhering to the structures and processes of government is
expressed through a society’s political culture. The obligations that are the
consequence of that legitimacy relate to the rules of the political system.

In any given society there may well be different political cultures that
give rise to conflict. One of the problems of becoming modern was seen in
cultural terms as a problem of persuading people to accept the boundaries of
the nation-state as legitimate when those boundaries had their origins in
alien rule. The processes of government might also lack legitimacy if they
were based on unacceptable forms of authority again derived from an alien
source. Adaptation to forms of democracy inherited from outside may also
be difficult. This is frequently referred to as the problem of political inte-
gration, a major source of political instability in Third World societies.
The ‘problem’ of political integration will be returned to in Chapter 9 when
different explanations for nationalism and secession are considered.
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Finally there is the concept of function, central to the needs of the com-
parative analyst as perceived by the developmentalists. The universal attrib-
utes of political systems cannot be conceptualized in terms of structures
because of the infinite variability of them. It can only be done in terms of
functions. The functionalists claimed that every society, however organized
politically, and whatever the political structures through which it conducts
its processes of government, will perform eight political functions.

First, there is interest articulation, or the ways in which demands are for-
mulated and brought into the political arena so that the conversion process
can transform demands into outputs. What for the West might be the most
typical structure performing that function (pressure groups and similar
forms of association) will not necessarily be found in pre-industrial soci-
eties. The transitional nature of a society is reflected in the fact that ‘the
articulation of functionally specific interests is, with few exceptions, tran-
scended by and considered to be the function of one’s race, tribe, religion,
or other group whose survival or primacy has first priority’ (Coleman,
1960b, p. 326).

Secondly, demands and expressions of political interest have to be com-
bined. This is the function of ‘interest aggregation’. Coalitions have to be
formed that are powerful enough to overcome other combinations of inter-
ests. In an absolute monarchy or an African chiefdom interests of different
sections of the community would be ‘aggregated’by rulers enjoying the right
to interpret the wishes of their people. In a modern society the classic struc-
ture for interest aggregation was, for the functionalists, the political party.

Thirdly, the function of rule making has to be performed in all societies
by some type of political structure. Political systems have to make authori-
tative and legitimate rules that can be supported by legitimate sanctions.
Modern societies will have developed specialized structures for this known
as legislatures. In traditional societies such structures will be absent but the
function will be performed somewhere in the political system.

Fourthly, rules once made have to be enforced and applied. The modern
structure for the function of rule application is bureaucracy. Conflicts aris-
ing from the application of rules to specific cases and circumstances require
structures for adjudication. Rule adjudication was therefore identified as a
universal political function. In modern societies the judiciary would be the
specialized structure performing this function.

All political systems equally require means for the communication of
demands and rules between the authorities and the people. In modern soci-
ety the mass media constitute the social structures responsible for the func-
tion of political communication. In traditional society structures would
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reflect the technology available as well as the type of social organization
that had developed.

Societies then have to transmit their dominant political values from gen-
eration to generation. All societies have ways of conveying to the younger
generation what they ought to believe about political obligation, authority
and the rightful exercise of power. How the function of political socializa-
tion is performed varies considerably from one society to another. The rela-
tive prevalence of the family, educational institutions, or other associations
will differ from society to society.

Finally, individuals have to be recruited into roles and offices. Processes of
political succession have to be devised – election, inheritance, merit, physi-
cal might, and other principles by which people are recruited into political
roles and perhaps permanent offices. The function of political recruitment
requires some kind of routinization in both traditional and modern societies.
The roles that perform the universal functions regardless of structure have to
be filled by acceptable methods. These clearly change over time.

Political change

The functionalists were trying to do more than just provide a new language
for identifying the universal features of political systems. They were trying
to provide a framework for understanding change. In practice the function-
alists were more concerned with the characteristics of societies in some
process of transition, rather than with the elaboration of models for ‘simple’
or ‘primitive’ societies. Their major areas of interest were the new nation
states emerging on the international scene into which virtually all traditional
societies had been more or less fully incorporated, usually through the oper-
ation of colonialism. Comparative politics was redesigned to explain the
effects of the interactions between the traditional structures and cultures of
communities incorporated into these new states that had been produced by
colonialism and nationalistic reactions to it.

The most important change for the political functionalists was the associ-
ation of increasingly specialized structures with single functions in modern
societies. Political change is seen as the movement away from traditional
politics towards the modern political system. Change takes place in both
structure and culture.

Structures, it was argued, become more specialized and differentiated as
societies become more modern. This is an application of those parts of mod-
ernization theory that postulate the growing differentiation, specialization
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and complexity found within modernizing societies. Whereas in a traditional
absolute monarchical polity there would be found, bound up in a single
structure, that of the royal court, a multiplicity of functions such as rule mak-
ing and rule adjudication, in a modern society with its pluralist democracy
there would be found specialized structures performing single functions.
Traditional social structures were described as typically ‘multifunctional’.
As societies develop structures become less multifunctional.

When dealing with change in political cultures, the functionalists took the
concept of secularization from modernization theory. Secularization in
political life was associated with rationality (Pye, 1960, p. 104). The rationali-
zation of government was seen as a distinguishing mark of modernity. As soci-
eties develop they acquire systems of government that are problem-oriented
and designed to perceive, analyse and meet the needs of society as articulated
through political demands. In addition, members of a modern society would
experience cultural change in the direction of individuality. In terms of mod-
ernization theory’s pattern variables, people would begin to think of them-
selves and others in terms of universalism rather than specificity. The assertion
of the individual’s value in universalistic terms would in turn support political
equality and mass participation on an individual basis. Individuals would not
see political roles as being ascribed by tradition and custom to predetermined
groups. Political power could be enjoyed by all on an equal basis.

In functionalist development theory political change affects both struc-
ture and culture. A combination of changes in these two spheres produces
integration into the modern nation-state. The secularization of government
would be directed in part towards nation-building. This process of develop-
ment involves the political system in overcoming sub-national loyalties
such as tribe or religion, seen as parochial and pre-modern. It involves cre-
ating a consensus to support the new order, mobilizing the community to
regard the nation-state, not some primordial grouping, as the legitimate
political unit. Communities would be mobilized to articulate demands and
supports; communications between leaders and led would be improved.
This is all part of not just becoming modern but of producing an integrated
society, a major achievement of a developed political system.

A further aspect of change in developing societies emphasized by func-
tionalists are the ‘capabilities’ of political systems to formulate policies,
enforce decisions throughout the territory, and develop a problem-solving
capacity, especially through bureaucracy, so that public policies can be exe-
cuted effectively and efficiently. Almond classified capabilities into five
groups: extractive, regulative, distributive, symbolic and responsive (Almond,
1965, pp. 198–201), having earlier defined political change in terms of the
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acquisition by a political system of some new capability and its associated
changes in political culture and structure (Almond, 1963). A modern political
system would, unlike traditional polities, be able to use such concepts as
effectiveness and efficiency. Such a capability was seen as dependent on the
system’s resources in terms of powers to regulate, extract and distribute. The
more modern the political system the more able it would be to build up its
resources and in turn that would be dependent on the existence of differenti-
ated and specialized political structures (see, for example, Pye, 1965).

A central case in point is the bureaucracy. Only with a highly efficient
bureaucracy based on the principle of merit recruitment and organized
rationally as a specialized institution can a political system develop its full
capabilities to provide itself with resources and powers.

The contribution of modernization theory

The most durable aspect of modernization theory is its interdisciplinarity.
Economic and political changes are related in various ways to fundamental
changes in social values and social structures. Secularization also has
important political consequences both for the role of the individual in the
political system and for recruitment into political office. The emergence of
rational–legal authority has profound implications for the nature of the
state, not least in the opportunity which it opens up for bureaucratization.
Clusters of pattern variables provide models of social organization in which
the political significance of universalism, achieved status, neutrality and
specificity is plain. Of particular importance to the study of political devel-
opment is the effect of structural differentiation on the specialization of
political roles in transitional societies.

Much of what is expressed by functionalism has become almost common-
place and integrated into political analysis. Its enormous appeal is quite
understandable. It made a great impact on political studies. It attracted much
criticism particularly in its developmental aspects, but because it is not
entirely developmental, but a way of organizing information about political
phenomena, it has become an integral part of political science. It is also ques-
tionable whether students of comparative politics have developed superior
theories. It has been argued that structural functionalism was rejected because
it failed an unfairly severe test, that of providing comparative politics with a
scientific unity and an all-encompassing theory of politics (Lane, 1994).

Furthermore, much of the research on which contemporary development
policy is based confirms some of modernization theories basic assumptions:
that there is a mutually supporting relationship between legitimate political
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authority and the generation and distribution of wealth; and that effective gov-
ernment needs to be responsive and accountable (Barkan, 1994, pp. 87–9).

Functionalism drew attention to the importance of seeing societies as
consisting of interdependent parts so that one could adopt a dynamic rather
than static approach to the analysis of systems of government. The study of
politics had to a very large extent adopted a rather insular, normative and
legalistic format which functionalism completely changed.

Political development theory inspired the production of a large number of
monographs – over 200 by 1975 – yet many would share Eckstein’s assess-
ment that the result of all this effort was ‘mostly muddle’ (Eckstein, 1982,
p. 451). However, the many criticisms to which functionalism has been sub-
jected have themselves formed an important part of the process of acquiring
a clearer understanding of political change in the Third World. A debt is
owed to functionalists for stimulating so much debate about political
change and for forcing critical assessment of their ideas. Nevertheless,
modernization theory and functionalism have had many detractors. An
assessment exposes a number of theoretical and conceptual weaknesses
which leaves modernization approaches to politics fundamentally flawed.

The problem of ‘tradition’

The concept of ‘tradition’ as deployed by modernization theorists poses
numerous problems. First, there is the emphasis on obstacles to develop-
ment and the way modernization theory drew upon earlier evolutionary
modes of thinking in order to characterize as ‘traditional’ anything in devel-
oping societies which appeared to be such an obstacle. Those who applied
such theories in the field, by devising public policies which they believed
the governments of developing countries would do well to implement, often
adopted a critical stance towards tradition, seeing it as impeding progress.
They decried parochial and primordial values. The key question is of
course: whose progress? This tended not to be asked by the modernization
theorists. Consequently practitioners came away from the field, after visits
as consultants or official aid donors, frustrated that local people could not
see that the introduction of, for example, some new technology would really
make a difference to agricultural productivity or health. Resistance to such
progress was seen in terms of the burden of tradition and an inability to
break with outmoded ways of perceiving the world.

However, the local people directly affected may have been making very
rational calculations about the economic and political risks that are inevitably
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associated with disturbances to the status quo. The tendency of modernization
theory was to encourage the view that such reactions were a refusal to be
dragged into the modern world, when what is happening is not due to a lack
of rationality but to a different system of incentives operating under condi-
tions that include poverty and dependency. The secular and the rational may
benefit some groups in society much more than others. A family planning pro-
gramme may be readily taken up by wealthy families if they do not need chil-
dren to assist in the cultivation of their land. It might not be accepted so
readily by a poor family that cannot hire labour and whose existence as an
economic unit depends upon their children; or by people who know that when
they get old there will be no welfare state, or community care.

Secondly, ethnic conflict is similarly seen by modernization theory as
a by-product of tradition. Modernization theorists could see that colonial-
ism often meant grouping societies together in an arbitrary way. But ethnic
conflict after independence tended to be seen as a conflict between the
primordial values of tribe and race and the modern values of nationalism,
when people think of themselves as individual members of a nation state
rather than as members of some sub-national collectivity such as a linguis-
tic group. Again, there may be very ‘modern’ reasons, such as economic
exploitation or political discrimination, for conflict between groups identi-
fied by reference to ‘traditional’ attributes and perceptions.

Modernization theory can also be charged with ideological conservatism
in the way it blames backwardness on the traditions of a people rather than
on internal conflicts or external interventions, such as imperialism, and
in the way it implicitly rules out the need for revolutionary change.
‘Evolution’ may appear a strange concept to employ in descriptions of his-
tories that in both the developed and underdeveloped worlds have been so
significantly affected by revolutions and wars. Modernization theory is
striking for what it leaves out in its attempt to produce an explanation of
change, notably class conflict, colonialism and revolution (Rhodes, 1968).

The influence of external forces is the most noticeable omission from the
modernization perspective. At the very most, external influences are
perceived as limited to the diffusion of Western cultural attributes to non-
Western societies. The colonial episode is notably problematic and can only
be integrated into the ‘traditional/modern’ dichotomy with great difficulty,
either as a hybrid or as a ‘transitional’ stage of evolution (Tipps, 1973, p. 212).

The static and uniform conception of tradition has also been criticized,
notably by J. R. Gusfield (1967), who warns that it is ‘fallacious to assume
that a traditional society has always existed in its present form’. Traditional
cultures and social structures not only consist of diverse norms and values.
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They also contain ‘moral bases for materialistic motivations and for disci-
plined and rational pursuit of wealth’. Nor are old traditions necessarily dis-
placed by new norms and social structures. They can and do exist side by side.
Elements of both as defined by modernization theory may be fused, may
coexist or may be mutually reinforcing (Whitaker, 1967). New products,
modes of decision-making and religions do not necessarily displace older
practices and beliefs. Modern developments depend for their acceptance,
rejection or modification on specific traditions. This is overlooked if ‘tradi-
tional’ society is abstracted from its specific cultural and historical setting.

The problem with modernization theory’s conception of ‘tradition’ is that
it is a residual concept, defined by reference to the logical opposites of
‘modern’: ‘The modern ideal is set forth, and then everything which is not
modern is labelled traditional’ (Huntington, 1971, p. 294). Characteristics
attributed to societies considered modern are used to measure a society’s
progress (for example see Almond, 1960, p. 64; and Black, 1966,
pp. 68–75). ‘Tradition’ is not defined by reference to observed facts and
knowledge of societies prior to their contact with the West. If the dichotomy
does not reflect reality, all societies must be ‘transitional’ and moderniza-
tion theory loses all value as an aid to understanding historical change.
Modernization theory obscures the variability found both within and
between traditional societies (Tipps, 1973, pp. 212–13). Modernity is also
an ambiguous concept as there are many routes to be taken and many mod-
els to be followed (Gusfield, 1967).

Secularization and religion

The resurgence of religion, especially as a foundation for political mobiliza-
tion, in parts of the Third World indicates that modernization does not
necessarily bring about secularization. The growth of ‘political religions’ in
the Middle East, Africa, the Caribbean, Asia and Latin America not only
undermines the secularist assumptions of modernization theory. It raises the
question of whether religious politics is a reversion to tradition. Whether
Christian or Moslem, Hindu or Buddhist, progressive or conservative, reli-
gious politics has been in part a response to the failure of governments to
secure economic prosperity and social well-being that is equitably distributed.
It is also a reaction to the failure of secular ideologies to deliver socio-
economic development, as well as a response to the undesirable consequences
of modernity, including political repression, economic and political corrup-
tion, loss of cultural identity, and community dislocation. While there may
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be continuity from pre-modern forms of politics in which religious and
political authority and processes were undifferentiated, contemporary forms
of political religion are formed by the impact of political and economic
modernization (Haynes, 1993). Haynes claims that political religiosity ‘is
not a “return” to religion, but the latest example of a periodic utilisation –
stimulated by perceived crisis – of religion to help pursue secular goals’
(Haynes, 1999, p. 245). However, there seems sufficient evidence of politi-
cal religion being a reversion to and revival of pre-modern traditions, values
and practices, and a rejection of modernity, for the issue to at least remain
unresolved.

In this context modernization theory appears élitist and in contrast to the
experience of the masses. Modernization theory depicts religion as a less real,
evolved and rational alternative to politics, doomed to secularization, when
in the otherwise contrasting cultures of Latin America, the Middle East, cen-
tral and southern Africa, and South East Asia, religion remains a source of
popular mobilization, alternative notions of legitimacy, resistance and even
insurrection. It has come to fill an ideological vacuum. It can be revolutionary
or reactionary (or evolve from one to the other). Where religion is identified
with the state it tends to be a conservative force (as in Saudi Arabia) but where
it is distanced from politics it tends to be anti-establishment, as in Central and
South America (Kamrava, 1993, pp. 148–9).

Liberation theology in Latin America has challenged the authority pat-
terns of the Catholic Church as well as political regimes in its clerical pop-
ulism, its ideology of democratization and equality, its stimulation of
collective organization and its recognition of the poor as a valid source of
religious values and action. Its fusion of religion, social analysis (drawing
inspiration from Marxism) and political activism has implications for the
secular presuppositions of modernization theory in that religious values are
not secondary to social and political reform. Religion is not merely being
used as a convenient instrument of political mobilization and solidarity. It
represents a new spirituality as well as a new awareness of class, conflict,
exploitation – the spirituality of the exploited poor (Levine, 1986, 1988).

Secularization of the state by technocratic élites in some middle eastern
countries has magnified the ideological significance of Islam, especially for
the poor and other excluded classes. As well as spiritual guidance it has pro-
vided a political framework and an alternative to the materialism and
immorality associated with modernization and secularism (Kedourie, 1992;
Omid, 1992). But in so doing it shows how politics based on religion com-
bines traditional and modern elements. For example, millenarianism and
commitment to an Islamic order (as in Iran) is accompanied by nationalism
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on the part of the clergy (Ram, 1997). Fundamentalist opposition in Saudi
Arabia combines Islamic and modern Western concepts such as human
rights and administrative probity (Kostiner, 1997). The appeal of religious
movements such as the Iranian Shi’ites is related to secular concerns such
as growing social inequality, political repression, corruption, foreign
exploitation and cultural division (Banuazizi, 1987). Some interpretations
of Islam find no difficulty in incorporating capitalism with the idea of the
state as the realization of divine sovereignty and the source of law as tran-
scendental (Judy, 1998).

Dichotomous models

Modernization theory provided ideal types or models of traditional and
modern society to show along which dimensions they could be said to
differ. But these tell very little about the dynamics of transition from one
cultural state to another (Larrain, 1989, pp. 87–91; Kiely, 1995, p. 43).

For example, in terms of Parsons’ pattern variables, developed countries
can be shown to be particularistic in the behaviour of their social classes and
private interests. Developed countries are also highly ascriptive, especially at
the higher levels of business management and among the poor. Recruitment
may be achievement based, but reward is often based on age and family obli-
gations (e.g. in Japan). Roles are frequently ‘diffuse’ rather than functionally
specific within such power structures as the military–industrial complex of
the United States (Frank, 1972c).

Conversely, underdeveloped countries frequently demonstrate universal-
ism in their educational systems and mass media, in labour unions and in
liberation movements. The economic and political leadership thrown up by
military coups and emerging bourgeoisies throughout the Third World
cannot be described as normatively ascriptive (Frank, 1972c, p. 334).

Role assignment by achievement is also widely found among the poorer
classes of poor societies. In the distribution of rewards achievement accounts
for more than ascription in underdeveloped countries. Roles may be found to
be functionally diffuse in underdeveloped countries, especially among the
poorest and richest strata, though the middle class military officers, police
officers, bureaucrats, junior executives and administrators are functionally
specific in their roles. In Frank’s view, however, these people ‘serve specific
functions of making the whole exploitative system function in the diffuse but
particular interests of those who have achieved control’ (1972c, p. 335).
Neither ‘tradition’ nor ‘modernity’ can be seen as packages of attributes.
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Modernization may be selective, with rapid social change in one area
obstructing change in others, rather than tradition being the obstacle to
development. Hence the eventual realization among political scientists of the
modernization persuasion that modernization and political stability do not
always go together: modernization in one sphere does not necessarily
produce compatible (‘eurhythmic’) change in another (Tipps, 1973, p. 215).

Once it is recognized that traditional values and practices may persist in
otherwise modern societies, further doubt is thrown on the idea that tradi-
tion impedes change. Furthermore, if the destruction of tradition proves not
to be necessary for ‘modernization’, except in purely tautological terms,
then traditional societies must be seen as being able to develop in directions
other than towards ‘modernity’ (Tipps, 1973, p. 214).

Thus the characteristics attributed by modernization theory to developed
and underdeveloped countries ‘present a distorted and inadequate concep-
tion of social reality’. The important determinants of development and
underdevelopment lie elsewhere than in ideal–typical models of tradition
and modernity. In adition to questioning the empirical validity of the pattern
variable approach, Frank also argues that it is theoretically inadequate not to
differentiate between the importance of the roles to be affected by modern-
ization and not to recognize that the determinants of underdevelopment
extend beyond the family, tribe, community or even a whole poor country
taken in isolation. Frank’s understanding of underdevelopment led him
to question the ‘social whole’ whose role patterns are to be changed by
modernization (Frank, 1972c, p. 321).

The concept of ‘integration’

Functionalism misjudges the level of harmony and integration in modern
society. It tended not to accommodate the idea of conflicting interests and
the differential power of groups in conflict with others. The idea that differ-
ent parts of the political system are supportive of everything else, producing
a functional unity, seems a distorted way of describing any society. The
functionalists directed their attention mainly towards the factors in society
which maintain consensus and stability. This is understandable, given the
areas of natural science which they and their social anthropological precur-
sors chose as analogous to social science.

Functionalism’s systemic theorizing sees society in organic terms, with
specialized and interdependent parts functioning to satisfy the requirements
of the whole for survival. The tendencies in society that are central to the
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analysis are those that lead to stability and inertia through mechanisms of
adjustment and social control. The structures of the political system are
presented in a neutral light as a mere arena for the resolution of conflict that
is impartial as regards the contestants.

The conception of society as a functional unity is a mystification of social
reality. However, we should remember that one of the sociological fore-
fathers of functionalism, Robert Merton, explored the ‘dysfunctions’ that
threaten social cohesion. This reminds us that what is functional for one
group in society may be dysfunctional for another, perhaps to the extent of
undermining the vitality of the whole. Functionalists tended to focus on
mutually supporting parts of a political system and its survival through
adaptation, but there are some important exceptions to this.

Functionalism can be criticized for being more concerned with the inte-
gration of interests into a single normative pattern than with instability and
conflict as sources of social change. Conflict over the allocation of scarce
resources are seen as resolved within a framework of common values.
Functionalism can be faulted for not being capable of explaining the very
changes that were its raison d’être because it concentrates on the prerequi-
sites of the maintenance of the status quo. The tendency to regard every-
thing that exists, including the characteristics of the political system, as
functional and therefore desirable become normatively supportive of the
perpetuation of existing social arrangements. Social inequality and stratifi-
cation, for example, are functional because society has motivated people to
seek higher rewards and induced people to perform the duties attached to
their station in life. Functionalism begins to look like an arbitrary selection
of values insofar as it fails to show how choices can be made between the
values which, though functional to an existing system, would be dysfunc-
tional to an alternative one.

The concept of ‘system’, stressing the interdependence and integration
found in biological organisms, when applied to human societies obliges us to
view them as organisms in which the parts are subordinate to the whole.
Utility is thus found in all patterns of behaviour. Conflict becomes regarded as
pathological or abnormal. Such a view of society will be favoured by some
‘parts’ (or interests) but will work to the disadvantage of others. Political real-
ities present a challenge to the functionalist paradigm. One practical conse-
quence of developmentalism was that the human dimension of development,
and particularly the costs and benefits of different developmental strategies to
different social groups, were neglected (Pratt, 1973, p. 89).

This encourages a conservative bias in functionalism (Abrahamson,
1978). Some functionalists, such as Merton, argued that functionalism is
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radical. Institutions and practices are given no inherent value, only their
consequences matter. They are only preserved until they cease to be of util-
ity to society. That allows for as much change as a society feels it needs to
achieve its goals. However, the main thrust of functionalism is towards a
conservation of what already is in place. It encourages a search for the
benefits of surviving institutions. New generations have to be socialized
into the existing mores of society. Functionally oriented social scientists
approach structures expecting them to have positive, functional conse-
quences, and so contribute to the persistence of a society. There is no other
way of thinking about functionalism as a method other than one that guides
enquiry towards explanations of how societies maintain themselves and
survive under their present arrangements. Institutions are assumed to con-
tribute to the health of the whole social and political fabric. Approaching
institutions by seeing them as supportive of society implies some normative
consensus which is then endorsed by the investigator who credits those
institutions with positive values by deeming them to be functional.

From a non-consensus viewpoint, which finds it hard to think of political
systems as consisting of mutually supporting elements, functionalism appears
to adopt a very conservative stance, oriented towards preserving the status quo
and leading to suspicion and hostility to change. If it is assumed that society is
a functionally integrated organic entity a bias is introduced against disturbance
to the system. That mode of analysis is hostile to criticism of what is happen-
ing in a particular society and to proposals for change that will disturb a set of
structures that are functional to the continuing existence of that society.

The conservative bias of functionalism became increasingly visible as the
focus of attention moved towards explanations of crisis, instability and dis-
order. Crisis is seen to be a problem for élites. So a crisis is what the current
élite deems to be so. Authoritarianism is then seen as a legitimate way for
élites to manage crisis. Order is made the highest political good. Opponents
of regimes are described as ‘system wreckers’: ‘the interest in order of those
at the top is given logical precedence over the interest in social justice of
those below’ (Sandbrook, 1976, pp. 180–1). Supposedly value-free, scien-
tific models of political development end up leaving an ideological message
(Cammack, 1997).

Unilinearity

The fallacy of placing societies on a continuum between traditional and
modern, along which all societies progress during their histories, led to the
proposition that the new states appearing on the international scene as
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a result of political independence, particularly after the Second World War
(the phase of liberation from colonialism with which this school of thought
was most concerned), were replicating the European experience from the
sixteenth to the nineteenth century (Huntington, 1971, p. 292).

This formulation understates a very fundamental difference: that the
history of the advanced societies does not include colonization by more
powerful countries. This makes it impossible to think of a unilinear devel-
opmental process. The new states of the world were structured by the old in
a way which does not apply to the histories of countries whose own devel-
opment was made possible by their exploitation of pre-industrial and pre-
capitalist societies (Pratt, 1973, p. 95). The West’s development was built,
some would say, on the active underdevelopment of weaker societies and
economies (see Chapter 4).

The German economist Andre Gunder Frank produced one of the most
penetrating critiques of the unilinear implications of modernization theory.
He criticizes the faulty historical assumptions of denying underdeveloped
countries their own histories, ignoring the connections between these
histories and the histories of developed countries, overlooking the fact that
penetration by foreign influences had not produced development or led to
‘take off’, and misrepresenting the histories of today’s developed countries
as not having benefited from the exploitation of today’s underdeveloped
societies (Frank, 1972c). Western imperialism had been part of the process
of ‘modernization’ for developing countries in a way that distinguished their
path to modernity very clearly from that of contemporary modern societies.

Underestimating the significance of such historical factors was com-
pounded by a lack of consideration of continuing relationships with the
powerful economies of the West. Developmentalists were concerned with
internal factors, ‘ignoring the more important continuities that persist in the
social and economic structure of new nations’ and that call the significance
of their political independence into question, especially economic and mil-
itary aid programmes, interventions by international financial organizations
such as the World Bank, and investments by multinational corporations
(Pratt, 1973, pp. 88–92).

In 1987 Almond attempted to rebut the charge that developmentalism
was ethnocentric and its theory of change unilinear, arguing that develop-
mentalist comparative politics always recognized that new states might
develop authoritarian rather than democratic, pluralist tendencies. He also
claimed that the school never neglected international influences on domes-
tic politics. However, it is noticeable that he restricts his refutation of the
uniliniarity charge to an awareness of authoritarianism, citing approvingly

Modernization and Political Development 67



Coleman’s view that modernization ‘is an open ended process consisting of
trends towards increasing structural differentiation leading to increased
governmental capacity and trends towards equality in the legal, participa-
tory and distributive senses’ (Almond, 1987, p. 449).

Almond does not attempt to answer the criticism that developmentalists
ignored the implications of colonialism and continuing economic depend-
ency for the current autonomy of Third World countries. His lively critique
of dependency theory does not dispel doubts that developmentalist political
science could provide a framework for understanding the unique relation-
ships between rich and poor countries, or if it did it was only after the
impact of dependency theory had been felt. He reminds us that in 1970 he
himself argued explicitly ‘against the simple diffusionist notion of unilin-
earity in the early 1960s’. However, the interaction of economics and poli-
tics which Almond insists was always a feature of comparative studies of
political development, such as the political consequences of industrializa-
tion or the distributional effects of economic growth, does not encompass
the factors which critics regarded as significant and distinctive of Third
World status (Almond, 1987, p. 449).

The teleological quality of unilinear models of change has also been ques-
tioned. There can be no preordained path to development for all societies.
Cultures and traditions vary too much from one society to another, and the
process of modernization varies from one time period to another (Kothari,
1968, p. 279). Ultimately a functionalist perspective requires the reification of
society. Whole societies are seen as having needs and goals which they satisfy
or achieve through functional structures. But only individuals have wills,
power and purposes. Societies cannot be endowed with the characteristics of
the members who make them up. Functionalism is teleological in explaining
causes by their effects. Functions which meet the needs of a system for stabil-
ity and continuity imply that societies have goals, needs and purposes. They
cannot be empirically assessed as antecedent causes. Furthermore, defining
‘development’ in terms of direction rather than content means that anything
that happens in developing countries must be seen as part of the process of
development. The concept loses its utility as it loses precision and specific
content (Huntington, 1965, p. 390; see also Huntington, 1971, p. 303).

Ethnocentricity

Modernization theory may thus be criticized for its ethnocentricity, judging
progress by reference to Western, and largely Anglo-American, values and

68 Understanding Third World Politics



institutions. It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the modernization theo-
rists’ perspective on change was determined as much by ideological leanings
as by rigorous scientific investigation. Tipps found modernization theory to be
heavily marked by ‘widespread complacency towards American society, and
the expansion of American political, military and economic interests through-
out the world’, and so constituted a form of cultural imperialism (1973,
pp. 207–10).

Functionalist approaches to political development also appear ethnocen-
tric, though purporting to be scientific, in that it is quite clear that a devel-
oped political system looks very much like Anglo-American pluralist
democracy. The end-state appears to be the system of government in the
country producing the major exponents of the theory (Holt and Turner,
1966, pp. 13–16; Galtung, 1971). There is nothing wrong per se in advocat-
ing a functionalist view of politics, such as the separation of powers, to
which Almond’s ‘output’ functions clearly correspond. The distinction
drawn by the functionalists between the ‘input’ side of the political equa-
tion, conceptualized in terms of socialization, recruitment, interest articula-
tion and aggregation, and communication; and the output functions of rule
making, application and adjudication, is important (Varma, 1980, p. 65). It
asserts the relationship between the mechanisms for public participation
and those for liberal government. The input functions imply mass participa-
tion on the basis of political equality in a modern society. However, such
advocacy is a far cry from a science of political change.

Change and causality

In biology the analysis of function is related to the analysis of causality. In soci-
ology and political science the move from description to causality was never
really achieved. So the claim of functionalism to be a theory has been seriously
questioned. It has been acknowledged as an elaborate description and classifi-
cation, able to describe the social practice which we find strange and difficult
to comprehend. But as explanation of causality functionalism suffers from the
fact that it is tautological – no explanation can be disproved because things are
defined in relation to themselves. A practice is said to persist because it con-
tributes to the maintenance of society. Its persistence is taken to prove that the
society is motivated to maintain itself. If the practice ceases this has to be taken
as indicative that it was no longer ‘functional’ to society’s maintenance.
Statements about the causes and consequences of social and political practices
are merely true by definition, not proved by explanation (Dowse, 1966).
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So originally developmentalists offered no theory of change. Huntington
points out that The Politics of the Developing Areas, for example, does not
deal with development. It, and similarly inspired works, employ concepts to
compare systems presumed to be at different stages of development. But
there is no explanation of a dynamic process. Later work, such as that by
Almond and Powell (1966) and Pye (1966) identified the key changes that
occur as a society becomes more developed politically, associating political
development with social modernization: greater political equality, govern-
mental capacity and institutional differentiation (Pye, 1966, pp. 31–48);
subsystem autonony, cultural secularization and structural differentiation
(Almond and Powell, 1966); rationalization, national integration, democra-
tization and mobilization (Huntington, 1965, pp. 387–8). Even then, how-
ever, ‘the stress was on the elaboration of models of different types of
political system, not different types of change from one system to another’
(Huntington, 1971, p. 307).

The problem was that political development was taken as given.
Meanings had then to be attached to the concept. Hence the proliferation of
definitions and ‘conceptual entropy’. No account is given of the forces that
must, for the developmentalist’s approach to work, be driving societies
along the development path. The lack of agreement on what ‘political devel-
opment’ actually meant made it impossible to posit a theory of change
(Eckstein, 1982, p. 466; Cammack, 1997, pp. 28–30).

This difficulty is closely related to the emphasis placed on system main-
tenance and the capacity of societies to achieve equilibrium in the patterns
of social interaction. Change therefore appears unnatural. Forces placing
the system under stress have to be compensated for by other forces restor-
ing stability. Such a conceptual framework is of little use in analysing devel-
opment from one state to another (Huntington, 1971, p. 308).

When the shortcomings of political development theory in solving the
problem of explaining political change were eventually acknowledged, the-
orists abandoned the attempt to predict the direction of change, concentrat-
ing instead on relationships between specific variables indicative of
development identified by different theorists as particularly significant. For
example, Huntington focused on the causes of political stability in any
society, however ‘developed’, claiming the key variables to be levels of
political participation and political institutionalization (Huntington, 1965,
1968). Other theorists of change also focused on the destabilizing effects of
developments within the political system, but the important point is, as
Huntington points out, they were not dependent on definitions of ‘modern-
ization’, ‘tradition’ or ‘development’. The central question became: what
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type of change in one component of a political system (culture, structures,
groups, leadership, policies and so on) can be related to change or its
absence in other components (1971, p. 316).

Functionalism does not provide explanations of causes of change so much
as definitions of key concepts: political function, structure, system and cul-
ture. The difficulty which some of the contributors to The Politics of the
Developing Areas had in fitting the categories and concepts to ‘traditional’
society in the regions that they analysed from a functionalist perspective sup-
ports the critical opinion that political development theory was only able to
describe the current situation, not explain how it had come about.

Biological analogies

What undermined functionalism was the analogy with biological organ-
isms. This is insufficiently close to provide valid explanations of social and
political phenomena. It is very difficult to talk about the normal or patho-
logical functioning of society in the way that we can about organisms, with-
out making massive value judgements. Societies can change their
structures. Organisms do not. It is not possible to examine the numerous
instances of the same social function as it is with biological organisms. The
analogy thus leads social explanation up a cul-de-sac. It does not provide
the opportunity for theoretical explanation that the assumed parallel
between natural and social science appears to offer.

Definitions

Modernization theory is over-ambitious in its attempt to incorporate all social
change since the seventeenth century. Consequently the key concepts are too
vague and open-ended, often reducing theoretical propositions to ‘meaning-
less tautologies’. Modernization theory proceeds by way of assumptions
about change based on the prior definition of concepts. Concepts take the
place of facts (Tipps, 1973, pp. 218–22; Varma, 1980, p. 49).

The definitions of functionalism are flawed. ‘System’ is defined in terms
of what a system does. So a political system which does not perform the
functions which such systems are defined as performing ceases by defini-
tion to be a political system. Again the explanatory power is reduced to
a tautology. Any statement about the political system is either true by defi-
nition because that particular system is doing what all political systems do,
or is not about political systems at all. The same is true of ‘structure’.
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When structures are perceived and qualified by their salient functions – when
the question is not what a structure is but what it is for – it is not
possible to distinguish between structure and function and thus provide
accurate descriptions of the former (Sartori, 1970, p. 1047).

The term ‘function’ is equally problematic. The word is used in different
ways without the differences being fully acknowledged. ‘Function’ can
mean maintaining something: for example, the function of the political sys-
tem is to integrate society and allow it to adapt. Function can also mean
merely a task, such as when the ‘function’ of a political organization is to
articulate an interest. The functionalist literature tends to switch from the
more mundane meaning to the almost mathematical meaning of function as
the result or consequence of some other factor in the social equation.

The concept of ‘boundary’ is also controversial. If political systems could
not be clearly differentiated from the economic and the social as, say, in China
or the Soviet Union, it was heavily value-laden to say that they were, as a con-
sequence, less developed than a society where it is assumed that state and
economy operate in their own self-contained spheres. It may or may not be
justifiable to prefer such separation, or laissez-faire, but it is not a develop-
mental stance to say that a more modern society creates clear boundaries
between polity and economy. That begins to look like a subterfuge for saying
that societies where there is heavy state involvement in the economy are back-
ward. This leaves aside the problem of assuming capitalist societies them-
selves demarcate between politics and economics. In all societies people
move from one system to the other by virtue of the different roles which they
perform. The boundaries are blurred even if we wish to distinguish between
societies where polity and economy are closely integrated because of public
ownership, state planning, or collectivization, and societies where that is less
so. Almond wanted to argue that it was regressive scientifically not to insist on
an analytical boundary being drawn between the processes of politics and
those of social integration and adaptation, or between the political system on
the one hand and churches, economies, schools, kinship, lineages and age sets
on the other (Almond, 1966, p. 5). Nevertheless, a political system defined
in part by reference to boundaries either leaves non-boundary systems non-
political systems or makes statements about political systems true by defini-
tion and untestable empirically (Holt and Turner, 1966, pp. 17–19).

Changes of emphasis

The pessimism about Third World politics that set in after what was per-
ceived to be the failures of the United Nation’s first Development Decade,

72 Understanding Third World Politics



together with American preoccupations with problems of political order at
home and abroad, led to subtle changes of emphasis in political develop-
ment theory. Of particular significance here was American support for
authoritarianism when directed towards the containment of revolutionary
forces (O’Brien, 1972; Higgott, 1983). Although political developmental-
ists had to some extent always been concerned with stability and the
containment of mass participation (Cammack, 1997, pp. 60–1) it is possible
to discern three such changes.

First, the possibility of regression as well as progression was recognized.
For example, Almond and Powell warned against drawing any inference from
developmental concepts such as ‘structural differentiation’ and ‘cultural secu-
larization’ that trends in such directions are inevitable. Huntington similarly
cautioned that development theory’s commitment to progress excluded the
possibility that political systems might ‘decay’(Huntington, 1965, pp. 392–3).

The second significant reorientation was towards an emphasis on politi-
cal stability and social order (O’Brien, 1972). The literature became
increasingly concerned with factors associated with the maintenance of
regimes and élites, with social and political order and with the restrictions
on the capability of systems of government to produce decisions, policies
and interventions that can be enforced successfully. This change of empha-
sis was particularly damaging for some of the evolutionary assumptions of
functionalist political theory.

The third area of emphasis is that of political integration which fre-
quently appears as another way of analysing political stability and social
order. Political development theory has recognized the problem of produc-
ing a political consensus in the face of cultural diversity. New states experi-
ence many obstacles to the creation of a sufficiently widespread sense of
loyalty and obligation to the nation and its government: parochial loyalties;
incomplete governmental control of its territory; conflicting values of élites
and masses; and a lack of organizational ability for collective purposes. In
addition to the problem of state-building, or providing governmental capac-
ity, there is the problem of nation-building, or creating loyalty and commit-
ment (Weiner, 1965; Almond and Powell, 1966, ch. 2; Wriggins, 1966).

Conclusion

Functionalist modernization theory raised the questions and identified the
issues which remain central to an understanding of Third World politics,
many of which remain unresolved: what effect does the lack of effective polit-
ical institutions have; which types of political change are consistent with
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stability and ‘integration’; what are the relationships between political norms,
structures and behaviour; how do new patterns of political authority emerge
from old ones; how do governmental processes select and transform political
demands into public policies? (Apter and Rosberg, 1994, pp. 21–3).

However, the attempt to establish a rigorous mode of analysis centred on
the concept of political development was eventually abandoned. The pres-
sures were too many for it to bear. Dependency theory, derived substantially
from a critique of modernization and development theorizing, gained in pop-
ularity. Definitions of ‘development’ proliferated, reflecting a fragmentation
of interests into specialized studies of institutions, areas and processes.
Disillusionment with ‘development’ in many parts of the Third World made
earlier theorizing appear ‘naively optimistic’. Even Almond had to admit that
‘as the new and developing nations encountered difficulties and turned largely
to authoritarian and military regimes, the optimism and hopefulness faded,
and interest, productivity and creativity abated’ (Almond, 1987, p. 444).
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4
Neo-colonialism and
Dependency

Constitutional independence

The two decades following the Second World War saw the final and most
dramatic wave of independence sweep across the European empires in Asia,
the Middle East and Africa, either as a result of more or less peaceful nego-
tiations between the leaders of the nationalist movements and the European
powers, or as the outcome of wars of liberation. What Michael Barratt
Brown called ‘one of the great transformations in modern history’ occurred
when all but a few million of the 780 million people living in the colonial
possessions of the imperial powers ‘freed themselves from subject status’
(Barratt Brown, 1963, pp. 189–90).

Politically it was assumed that indigenous governments, representing the
interests of local people rather than alien groups, would have sovereign state
power at their disposal. Their relationships with the governments of other
sovereign states would be those of independent nation-states entering
into treaties and agreements within the framework of international law.
Economically it was assumed that following independence the process of
‘diffusion’ would continue as capital, technology and expertise spread.
Foreign aid and investment would increase the productive capacity of the
less developed economy (Rosen and Jones, 1979; Mack and Leaver, 1979).

However, a different perception of the relationship between sovereign
states is conveyed by the term ‘neo-colonialism’, originally coined by
mainly Third World leaders who found that the achievement of constitu-
tional independence and sovereignty did not give total freedom to the gov-
ernments of the newly formed nation-states. Political autonomy was found
to be something of a facade behind which lurked the continuing presence of
powerful Western financial and commercial interests. The end of colonial
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government was seen by leaders such as Nkwame Nkrumah, the first Prime
Minister of Ghana and author of a book entitled Neo-colonialism: the Last
Stage of Imperialism, as not ending economic colonialism.

The core of the neo-colonialist argument is that a distinction between
political and economic freedom misses the point that there can be no real
political independence while economic dependency remains. Economic
colonialism has serious political consequences. So political autonomy had
not really been achieved with the formal and constitutional ending of colo-
nial government. Supposedly independent societies and their sovereign
governments were found to be lacking in control of their economies
(Berman, 1974, p. 4). The expression ‘neo-colonialism’ tries to encapsulate
the idea that economic power and the political power that flows from it still
reside elsewhere even when ‘independence’ has been achieved. O’Connor,
for example, defined neo-colonialism as ‘the survival of the colonial system
in spite of formal recognition of political independence in emerging coun-
tries’ which had become ‘the victims of an indirect and subtle form of dom-
ination by political, economic, social, military and technical (forces)’
(O’Connor, 1970, p. 117). But those subtle and indirect forms of domina-
tion had, as their root cause, the economies bequeathed by the colonial
powers at the time of constitutional independence.

The new rulers of the former colonies found that the major proportion of
the resources available to them were controlled from metropolitan centres
that hitherto had ruled their countries directly. Independence appeared
largely symbolic. For Nkrumah:

the essence of neo-colonialism is that the state which is subject to it is, in
theory, independent and has all the outward trappings of international
sovereignty. In reality its economic system and thus its political policy is
directed from outside. (Nkrumah, 1965, p. ix, emphasis added)

According to Julius Nyerere, the first President of Tanzania, his country
achieved ‘political independence only’ in 1961. It attained neither economic
power nor economic independence:

We gained the political power to decide what to do; we lacked the eco-
nomic and administrative power which would have given us freedom in
those decisions. … A nation’s real freedom depends on its capacity to do
things, not on the legal rights conferred by its internationally recognised
sovereignty. (Nyerere, 1973, p. 263)
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The economic basis of neo-colonial politics

In dependency theory, as will be shown later, there is the view that imperial-
ism had created economies that had been and still are positively and actively
underdeveloped by dominant economies. Neo-colonialism as an interpreta-
tion of post-colonial history did not express itself in those terms. It did, how-
ever, recognize a failure on the part of colonialism to develop the economies
of the colonized territories beyond the small but important sectors needed by
the European economies and for which colonial rule was imposed.

At independence colonial economies were left in a highly specialized con-
dition, with one or two major commodities oriented towards export earnings
and therefore foreign exchange (Harrison, 1979, ch. 18). Further develop-
ment of the economy required foreign exchange which had to be acquired
from the export of a very limited range of primary products. In the case of
Ghana, for example, 61 per cent of its total export earnings came from one
commodity, cocoa, as late as 1970. In Zambia in the same year 97 per cent of
export earnings came from copper. Furthermore, these were commodities for
which world prices fluctuated alarmingly. This feature of neo-colonialism
continued throughout the 1980s as the world market prices of the primary
products on which the economies of so many Third World societies are
dependent for their foreign exchange earnings declined. For example, during
the 1980s Africa’s exports rose by 25 per cent in volume, but fell in value by
30 per cent.

As the purchasing power of post-colonial economies fell foreign
exchange crises could only be averted by borrowing, foreign investment and
aid. But this led to growing demands on export earnings to service debts
rather than finance imports from developed countries of industrial equip-
ment or consumer goods which tended to increase in cost. In some cases
a post-colonial economy needed all of its earnings from exports to repay
foreign debts.

Foreign capital (investment and aid) substituted for inadequate domestic
savings rather than supplementing them. Domestic investors put their
money into low risk, high profit multinationals rather than weak indigenous
enterprises. Hence the modern and dynamic sector of the neo-colonial econ-
omy came increasingly under the control of multinational corporations. The
backward sectors are left to local capital (Roxborough, 1979, p. 59). So if
profits are reinvested locally this increases the share of domestic industry
controlled by foreign capital. Foreign investment, when combined with debt
and aid, ‘decapitalized’ the host economy through a net outflow of capital,
with more being extracted in excess profits than being invested locally
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(Rosen and Jones, 1979). For example, between 1985 and 1992 the net
transfer from developing to developed countries exceeded US$250 billion
(UNDP, 1992).

The profits which foreign investors and multinationals earned were often
used only in small part to finance new enterprises, adding to the sector
owned or controlled by foreign interests. Investment also tended predomi-
nantly to be in equipment, tools, plant and personnel imported from the
‘metropolitan’ country, thus contributing to the expansion of the metropoli-
tan market rather than the development of the post-colonial economy.

In the early post-independence years foreign technology tended to be cap-
ital intensive and labour saving. But as this is the only way for a developing
country to compete on the world market the high cost of such technology has
to be met despite the fact that it displaces an already over-abundant supply of
labour. Furthermore, a monopolistic control over advanced technology gives
the multinationals additional leverage through the supply of industrial
processes, machinery, patents, blueprints and spares.

The politics of neo-colonialism

The political manifestations of foreign economic involvement proved diffi-
cult to describe in concrete terms, except for those for whom politics was
merely an epiphenomenon of the economic. One reason for this was that
much contemporary political science accepted the constitutional formalities
as accurate representations of reality. Another was that the economy was
seen as a completely separate sphere or system of action. In 1973 Henry
Bretton, writing mainly about Africa but in terms that had wider applicabil-
ity, complained that ‘The degree of economic power at the disposal of the
decolonising state vis-à-vis the nominally independent one is not consid-
ered. The political influence that flows from that power is not even remotely
acknowledged.’ Liberal political science, represented most potently by the
functionalists, acknowledged that the formation of new states had been
profoundly influenced by the existence of old ones but did not allow that
conclusion to lead to ‘the logical question of how precisely an old state
might influence the formation of a new one’ (Bretton, 1973, pp. 22–4).

Even if this is thought too harsh a judgement, it will nevertheless probably
be accepted that political science had largely concerned itself with institution-
building during the decolonization process and the ‘preparations’ for inde-
pendence in those colonies where the relationships between nationalists and
the imperial powers could be described as such, involving more or less
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peaceful diplomacy and negotiation rather than wars of liberation.
Thereafter, politics was seen as the concern of an internally and externally
sovereign state. Conflicts with other sovereign states, including the former
colonial powers, were interpreted as matters of international law and diplo-
macy and left to the specialists in those fields. The political aspects of inter-
national economic relations were overlooked.

Yet even the political scientists and political economists who recognized the
continuing economic dependency of post-colonial states rarely demonstrated
how the mechanisms of the internal political consequences operated. The
nature of the economic linkages could easily be described and disputed over,
but the domestic political effects were left to be inferred from them. The
uneven distribution of primary resources among new states was said to have a
greater effect on governmental orientations than internal interests. The power
of foreign interests could even be measured by ‘the ratio of export–import
trade to overall GDP of the host country’. Mining concerns were said to con-
stitute ‘rival governments’ (Bretton, 1973, pp. 25–6, 205). General policy con-
straints on post-colonial governments were noted, such as limitations on
monetary policy by the high propensity to import (Hymer, 1982). Bretton con-
cluded that ‘The international power and influence flow is indeed so massive,
concerning as it does the major share of the national resources available to the
new rulers, that in many instances it is not possible to determine where national
prerogatives end and foreign ones begin’ (p. 22). Integration into colonial eco-
nomic blocks further strengthened external influences on the room to manoeu-
vre of domestic governments and indeed domestic economic interests.

The political power of external interests

It was, however, possible to identify neo-colonialists as an organized inter-
est, an interest having political significance internally but mainly externally
oriented economically and carrying more political weight than economi-
cally marginal local groups. Foreign corporations, banks and trading houses
were ‘positioned at the control points of the power and influence flow’,
resisting and countering nationalistic economic pressures. Within the con-
text of an undeveloped economy the commanding heights were largely in
the hands of foreign firms. In the immediate post-independence years
indigenous small-scale capital entrepreneurs had nothing like the same
influence as the multinationals. Companies such as Unilever, the Firestone
Corporation or United Fruit dominated the economies and political
processes of the new states.
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Organizations representing external interests were able successfully to
contain the range of policy and ideological choices open to governments
within limits acceptable to themselves (Berman, 1974, p. 7). Multinationals
can inhibit development planning by limiting the government’s tax raising
capacity through transfer pricing and the movement of production from one
country to another (Sutcliffe, 1972, p. 188; Hymer, 1982). Foreign owners
and managers of foreign capital received special advantages. In francophone
Africa, for example, ‘la presence française’ meant the complete penetration
of public life by such interests and their pressure groups. In Kenya, European
organizations representing the agriculture-based industries exerted great
influence on policy-making because of dependence for competitiveness on
European involvement. In the 1960s the foreign owners of the greater part of
non-agricultural capital were also represented locally by ‘a substantial
bureaucracy employed by the branches of foreign firms … mainly them-
selves foreigners’, although increasingly including Kenyan Africans. As this
ownership spread, so the political power of foreign capital increased (though
in the interest of nationalist economic ideology and rhetoric it had to be
ritually humiliated: Leys, 1975, p. 174).

In Senegal and the Ivory Coast the influence of French interests on gov-
ernment boards, chambers of commerce and informal meetings of business-
men exceeded the power of parliaments, cabinets and political parties
(Bretton, 1973, pp. 204–8). After independence in the Ivory Coast French
private interests were dominant in the commodities which formed the basis
of the economy (coffee, cocoa and cotton). Manufacturing and processing
were mainly in foreign hands, and governments had to obtain the approval
of big foreign firms with the equipment, trade outlets, capital, and skills for
groundnut shelling, cotton ginning and cocoa cleaning before formulating
any policies towards indigenous producers.

Nkrumah understood well the ‘rights’ and privileges that could be
demanded by foreign interests as a result of their economic power: land con-
cessions, prospecting rights, exemptions from customs duties and taxes, and
privileges in the cultural sphere: ‘that Western information services be exclu-
sive; and that those from socialist countries be excluded’. So, for example,
agreements for economic co-operation offered by the USA often included
the demand that the the United States Information Agency (‘a top intelli-
gence arm of the US imperialists’) be granted preferential rights to dissemi-
nate information (Nkrumah, 1965, pp. 246–50). Cultural neo-colonialism
also rested on the dependence of newly independent states on Western ideas
and methods in education, administration and the professions (Berman,
1974, pp. 7–8). The top executives of the subsidiaries of multinationals, the
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largest corporations in the country of operations, were influential in the social
and cultural life of the host country as well as in its politics. Governments
dependent on the information coming from such sources were unable to work
out their own solutions to the problems, such as poverty, which are of no
particular interest to foreigners (Baran, 1957, p. 194; Hymer, 1982).

The anti-colonialists of the post-independence era found neo-colonialism
to be operating in diverse ways other than legitimate pressure group activity.
Nkrumah described how neo-colonialists ‘slip past our guard’ through mili-
tary bases, advisers, media propaganda, evangelism and CIA subversion.
Military dependence on the former colonial powers for arms, training, advis-
ers and basic military doctrine has been seen as one of the most visible aspects
of neo-colonialism. The success or failure of a coup d’état was often depend-
ent on the level of external encouragement. In Africa the ‘metropolitan
centres, especially France, have assumed the role of arbiters of the survival of
particular regimes’ (Berman, 1974, pp. 6–7). France’s neo-colonial role
continued into the 1990s in Rwanda, Zaire, Gabon and Togo.

Comprador élites

Other important political features of neo-colonialism are the common inter-
ests of local élites and external organizations, whether they be foreign gov-
ernments, multinational corporations or international agencies. Baran
described merchants ‘expanding and thriving within the orbit of foreign
capital’, forming a ‘comparador element’ of the native bourgeoisie which,
together with ‘native industrial monopolists’, act as ‘stalwart defenders of
the established order’. Large landowners not only benefit from foreign cap-
ital but find outlets for their produce, employment opportunities for mem-
bers of their families, and rising land values in the neo-imperial connection
(Baran, 1957, pp. 194–5).

The multinationals have an effect on the class structure and power distri-
bution in less developed countries by creating dependent classes of local
merchants, financiers and privileged sections of the labour force – ‘satellite
classes whose interests are tied to the dependencia syndrome’ (Rosen and
Jones, 1979, p. 254; Schuurman, 1993, p. 5). Under neo-colonialism the
imperial power is represented by ‘collaborative classes within post-colonial
society, some more dependent on foreign interests than others’. Petras
draws the following distinctions:

Large-scale industrialists involved in production for the local market and
with a powerful presence in the state are more likely to be associate
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power-sharers with imperial interests. Import–exporters tied to foreign
markets, shipping and credits are likely to be dependent power-sharers.
Joint ventures, in which industrialists produce for foreign markets, draw-
ing on foreign technology, capital and management, and with little direct
representation in the state, are likely to be subordinate collaborators.
(Petras, 1981, p. 18)

Indigenous élites, the most important being the bureaucracy and indige-
nous management cadres employed by foreign companies, develop an
interest in maintaining economic arrangements in which foreigners hold a
major stake. The close contacts between members of the national politico-
administrative élite and external organizations ‘makes the distinction
between domestic and international affairs meaningless’ (Berman, 1974,
p. 9). The ‘mutuality of interest’ across national boundaries between
national economic élites and the senior management of transnational corpo-
rations and banks produced a ‘transnational class formation’ of an interna-
tional oligarchy or ‘corporate international bourgeoisie’ with local and
international ‘wings’ which ensured that public policy supported the
interests of international capital (Becker and Sklar, 1987).

The foreigners are usually the dominant partners because of their supe-
rior resources, information and negotiating skills compared with national
governments. With the possible exception of the military, governments,
labour organizations and most non-business institutions and associations
are ‘far behind’ multinationals in terms of financial, technological and
administrative strength (Hymer, 1982). While foreign interests are thus
included in the policy process, indigenous interests not represented by the
élite are excluded. Institutions for representation and participation (parties,
local governments, trade unions, youth organizations) have been left pow-
erless relative to the bureaucracy.

Dependent economic development also often required the demobilization
by repressive governments of the popular forces which had formed move-
ments for independence. Non-popular, pro-Western regimes, often resting on
alliances between the military and indigenous propertied classes, were the
political prerequisites of economic growth (McMichael et al., 1974, p. 94).

Aid dependency

Another source of external influence on public policy was and still is offi-
cial aid, which increasingly has been linked to ‘conditionalities’. Aid is used
as a lever to determine domestic government policy. Donors can withdraw
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vital aid if the neo-colonial governments fail to adopt policies favouring the
interests of the donor government or firms based in the donor economy. In
this way the donor government secures strategic and diplomatic advantages,
as in 1983 when the United States Congress made economic assistance to
developing countries conditional upon support for American foreign policy.
Economic interests which the donor represents secure a profitable policy
environment. Special loans from a multilateral agency such as the IMF or
the World Bank come with conditions attached, such as a requirement to cut
public expenditure programmes, particularly food subsidies and social
services. Implementing them can lead to political unrest. Multilateral agen-
cies such as the World Bank enforce ideological objectives in return for
development assistance. Other conditions on which bilateral aid is given
have included the purchase of arms and the award of contracts to firms in
the donor country.

Aid affects the power structure of neo-colonial society (Mack and Leaver,
1979). It increases the power of those in command of the state apparatus rel-
ative to any opposition. The power of the bureaucracy is enhanced by aid,
this being the channel through which aid flows. Technical assistance pro-
grammes to national defence and police forces strengthen these sections of
the political élite. Much of the aid from developed countries is in the form
of military assistance which has affected the distribution of political power
in neo-colonial society. Food aid distorts the neo-colonial economy and
society by enabling recipient governments to avoid land reforms and
changes in methods of agricultural production which would reduce external
dependency and the power of the landed classes. Radical critics of aid have
been joined by conservatives such as Lord Bauer, claiming that aid empow-
ers the state at the expense of free markets and increases the power of ruling
groups at the expense of the people generally (Bauer, 1971). Aid has also
biased development towards urban rather than rural society (Lipton, 1977).

In the mid-1990s international aid acquired a new dimension, that of debt
relief, especially for the most heavily indebted poor countries. International
indebtedness remains on a large scale and for some poor countries, particu-
larly in Africa, at an unsustainable level even after rescheduling agreements.
The cost for developing countries of servicing debt, both as a percentage of
GDP and a percentage of exports rose in most regions of the Third World
during the 1990s (see Table 4.1). Aid in the form of debt relief has the
potential to increase the autonomy of Third World governments by freeing
resources previously used for debt servicing for developmental purposes.

However, budgetary restraints coupled with public scepticism about the
effectiveness of aid in donor countries actually led to a 25 per cent fall in the

Neo-colonialism and Dependency 83



volume of aid in the 1990s. As a percentage of developing countries’ GDP
aid fell from 1.4 per cent in 1990 to 0.5 per cent in 2000 (see Table 4.2), to
the extent that more rather than less aid is required in some regions, notably
Africa, where the economic growth needed to reduce poverty cannot be
achieved by domestic savings and private investment.

Ideas about neo-colonialism and dependency provide inadequate guid-
ance to the political consequences for Third World societies of aid and other
economic factors. However, while the emphasis in aid policy now tends to
be on requiring recipient countries to feel ‘ownership’ of projects and pro-
grammes and responsibility for their success, aid still comes with condi-
tions attached. These now recognize the threats posed by economic reforms
and restructuring and aim for laudable objectives such as poverty relief and
good governance. But developing countries need to demonstrate that they
provide an environment of policy and institutions that is conducive to
reform. The latest doctrine on aid is that it should support reforms that orig-
inate from domestic political pressures. In the past aid has not been very
successful in stimulating donor-specified reforms. Recognition that aid is
likely to be more effective and sustainable if a recipient country’s govern-
ment feels committed to the project now informs aid policy, but govern-
ments still know what donors expect and require. Throughout the 1990s aid
to countries judged to have poor policy environments fell sharply. And
donors continue to allocate substantial amounts of aid for strategic and
commercial reasons, despite the ending of the Cold War. Debt relief also
comes with strings attached. For example, the IMF and World Bank’s
Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Initiative requires ‘sound’ economic
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Table 4.1 Debt servicing, 1990–9

Region % of GDP % of exports of goods
and services

1990 1999 1990 1999

Arab states 5.5 3.6 14.7 11.4
East Asia 3.8 5.2 15.7 15.8
Latin America 4.0 8.1 23.6 41.6
South Asia 2.6 2.8 20.0 16.6
Sub-Saharan Africa 3.9 4.6 19.7 14.3
Developing countries 4.0 5.8 18.7 22.3
Least developed countries 2.7 2.8 15.5 13.0

SOURCE: UNDP (2001), table 15, p. 194.



policies, the adoption of a poverty reduction strategy, and economic adjust-
ment and reform programmes to maintain macro-economic stability.

The neo-colonialist model of post-colonial politics was prompted by con-
cern with the real, rather than symbolic, significance of independence from
a colonial power. However, continuing economic relationships between
poor and rich countries were not placed in a broad theoretical framework to
produce an interpretation of the continuity between imperialism and inde-
pendence. This was not achieved until the idea of neo-colonialism was
incorporated into a theory about an international system of economic
subordination that had a very strong impact on countries long after their
independence. This is generally referred to as dependency theory.

Dependency theory

Dependency theory had its roots in the crisis of American liberalism in the late
1960s (particularly associated with the war in Vietnam), the failure of many
Third World societies to move in prescribed directions, and doubts about the
credibility of social science’s claims to be neutral and value-free (Higgott,
1983, p. 9). Other influences included the Cuban revolution, de-Stalinization
and Maoism (Leys, 1977, p. 98). It was in part a critical response to modern-
ization theory’s assumption that ‘backwardness’ was the result of the isolation
of less developed countries from the rest of the world, rather than their
exploitation by more advanced countries under various forms of imperialism
(Phillips, 1977, pp. 7–8). The major contributors to what Foster-Carter (1976)
has called a new paradigm in the study of development were Latin American
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Table 4.2 Aid as a percentage of regional GDP,
1990–2000

Region 1990 2000

Developing countries 1.4 0.5
East Asia 0.8 0.3
Latin America 0.4 0.2
Middle East & N. Africa 2.0 0.8
South Asia 1.3 0.8
Sub-Saharan Africa 5.8 4.1

SOURCES: UNDP (2001), table 15, p. 194; World
Bank (2001a), table 4.3, p. 89.



Marxist economists such as Dos Santos, Cardoso, Sunkel and Faletto, non-
Marxist Latin American economists such as Furtado and Prebisch, and North
American neo-Marxists such as Bodenheimer, Petras, Magdoff and A. G. Frank
(Ray, 1973, p. 6; O’Brien, 1975, p. 11; Higgott, 1978, p. 32). It originated in the
analysis of Latin American countries where independence had been achieved in
the early or mid-nineteenth century but where problems of foreign economic
exploitation persisted, similar to those found in countries that were still colonies
or had only recently achieved independence.

Dependency theory adds the idea of peripherality or satellite status to the
concept of neo-colonialism. This was achieved in two phases. The first was
concerned with dependency as a function of primary production, a very
similar concern to that of theorists who saw a form of colonialism continu-
ing after independence, with poor countries depending on a small number of
primary products for their export earnings. The second phase developed the
idea of ‘peripherality’. Dependency theory began as a critique of interna-
tional trade theory and an explanation of why import substitution was
needed. It then explained the failure of this strategy by reference to the
structures introduced by industrialization (Philip, 1990, p. 486).

Continuing dependency and dislocation could be avoided, it was argued,
by a strategy of import substitution. The manufacture of formerly imported
goods would reduce dependency on the highly volatile markets for primary
products. Industrialization would, where possible, be installed behind pro-
tective barriers, and if necessary with a high degree of state intervention and
planning the state would ensure that capital would be directed towards man-
ufacturing industry (Hirschman, 1961, pp. 12–20; Dos Santos, 1973;
Hoogvelt, 1982, pp. 167–8).

This strategy had political dimensions, in addition to reducing depend-
ence on foreign trade and creating a locally controlled economy. It was
intended that greater economic sovereignty would follow. Secondly (and
here there are echoes of modernization theory), it was predicted that indus-
trialization would weaken traditional society. Manufacturing activities need
different pattern variables to traditional societies. In Latin America this
would mean that the status and power of the traditional landed oligarchy
would be undermined. If this almost feudalistic stratum could be weakened
the way to greater democracy would be paved. Thirdly, industrialization
would start to make a real impact on the extreme inequalities found in Latin
American societies. It would also contribute to the integration of the rural
masses into the main activities of society. New occupational opportunities
would be created. The problem of landlessness would be overcome by
economic development in sectors other than agriculture. The rural masses,
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formerly isolated on plantations and haciendas, would become closely
incorporated into society through new economic opportunities and
improved standards of living. This would then contribute to the reinforce-
ment of political stability. While the rural masses were marginalized by
semi-feudal forces dominating the rural areas political stability was always
threatened.

Integration would produce not only stability but greater democracy. The
state would gain legitimacy by its association with the industrialization
process and by contributing to social and political equality as well as eco-
nomic efficiency. National sentiment would be strengthened, especially for
rural people hitherto allied economically and politically with rural oli-
garchies – economic and religious – rather than the state. Thus a secular
goal for the import substitution strategy was political integration into a
liberal democratic society (Dos Santos, 1973).

A revision of dependency theory was prompted by the apparent failure of
this import substitution strategy to solve the problem of dependency or to
produce the intended political outcomes. By the end of the 1960s import
substitution had increased dependency, now upon foreign capital goods –
machine tools, plant and technology. The automobile industry was the clas-
sic example of this new kind of dependency. Goods for mass consumption
were not being produced. Nor were goods that could have used indigenous
technology and capital in significant quantities. Import substitution had cre-
ated a manufacturing sector dependent upon foreign economic interests
(Johnson, 1972). Indebtedness, trade imbalances and inflation increased, as
did the power of metropolitan capital. Monopolistic control over advanced
industrial technology gave multinationals leverage in supplying the machin-
ery and processes required.

Income distribution became more not less unequal. Inequality developed
a new dimension, that between the rural and urban areas. People displaced
from the land were not being absorbed into new industrial activities and
thereby integrated into the social fabric, largely because the new industries
were capital rather than labour intensive. New forms of marginalization
were created in the slum populations gathered on the fringes of the major
urban and industrial centres. Instead of integration into a modern economy,
disparities in social and spatial terms and new forms of marginalization
were brought into being as a growing proportion of the populations found
themselves without jobs, education, political influence, security or proper
shelter. Such people were politically highly volatile and therefore not com-
mitted to political stability. Their exclusion from politics did not engender
consensus towards the state.
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The state, it was argued, had become subservient to the multinational com-
panies that controlled the industrialization process. Greater sovereignty had
not been achieved. Rather than liberal democracy and pluralism developing,
politics became more authoritarian and repressive as governments tried to
cope with the social strains brought about by the industrializing process.
Managing the industrial labour-force as well as the marginalized masses
seemed to require military dictatorship rather than pluralist democracy.

The elements of dependency theory

The dependency theorizing of the late 1960s and 1970s attempted to explain
the consequences of industrialization and import substitution strategies. The
perception of what was happening was summed up by Cardoso (1972) as
‘dependent development’, a somewhat controversial label since the
main thrust of dependency theory was to argue that poor countries were being
underdeveloped, not developed. There are five main strands in dependency
theory: the idea of a hierarchy of states; the concept of ‘underdevelopment’; a
view about the nature of capitalism; propositions concerning ‘disarticulation’;
and the effect of economic dependency of the structure of political power.

Hierarchy finds its expression in ‘centre–periphery’ or ‘metropolitan–
satellite’ models of relations between the great world centres of capital and
the economies that are dependent upon them. A hierarchy of centres and
peripheries is said to connect all levels of exploitation between one country
and another and within the countries of the periphery. There is a steady
extraction of surplus through the different levels in the hierarchy: from
peasant to landlord; from landlord to local merchant; merchant to subsidiary
of a multinational; subsidiary to headquarters of the MNC; headquarters to
the major financial institutions of the West. Mining, commercial, agricul-
tural and even military centres within the peripheral satellites constitute
‘micro-metropolises’ in relation to their hinterlands of small towns, mines
and latifundia which themselves relate in the same way to isolated workers.
Similar relations of exploitation link industrial firms to the suppliers of
components; large merchants and financiers to small traders and money-
lenders; and city merchants and landowners to small rural producers and
consumers (Frank, 1966, p. 19; 1969a, pp. 16–17).

Underdevelopment refers to a continuing relationship of exploitation
where at any one level in the chain the full economic surplus is not available
for reinvestment. It is removed, ultimately accumulating in the metropolitan
centres: ‘the metropolis expropriates economic surplus from its satellites
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and appropriates it for its own economic development. The satellite remains
underdeveloped for lack of access to their own surplus’ (Frank, 1969a,
p. 33; see also Dos Santos, 1970). Far from experiencing development as a
result of ties with metropolitan centres (which is what modernization theory
tells us occurs), such ties hold the peripheral economy and society back.

The appropriation of surplus by foreigners occurred through ownership
(for examples, of mines) or a monopolistic buying power over products and
their sale elsewhere. Lower wages in peripheral economies also enable sur-
plus to be siphoned off to the centre (Emmanuel, 1972a; Amin, 1976;
Wallerstein, 1980). Foreigners owned or controlled facilities associated
with the export of surplus-generating goods – storage, transport and insur-
ance (Frank, 1969a, pp. 7, 18).

Frank was particularly critical of the idea that there was a clear demarca-
tion between backward and modern societies and that the histories of the
backward societies would move from stage to stage along a path leading to
modernity. He argued the reverse: that the condition of backwardness arises
from the subordination of poor countries to the development of today’s rich
countries. Modernization theory had ignored the effects of colonialism and
neo-colonialism on the histories of Third World countries. The explanation
of their backwardness could not be in terms of an earlier stage on the path.
The circumstances under which advanced countries progressed cannot be
repeated: ‘The now developed countries were never underdeveloped, though
they may have been undeveloped’ (Frank, 1966, p. 18; Chew and Denemark,
1996). Dependency is a continuing relationship, not confined to an imperial-
ist past but continuing in the neo-imperialist present. Formal political control
is not necessary for a relationship of dependency and exploitation to be
maintained through structures of foreign capital intervention.

A satellite within this hierarchical structure will only experience devel-
opment when its ties to the metropolis are weak: ‘no country which has
been firmly tied to the metropolis as a satellite through incorporation into
the world capitalist system has achieved the rank of an economically devel-
oped country’ (Frank, 1969a, p. 11). In Latin America the periods of
autonomous industrialization have occurred historically during periods
when trade and investment ties with Europe were loosened by European
wars and economic recessions. The same applies, according to Frank, to rel-
atively isolated regions within peripheral societies: the less integrated into
the world mercantilist and then capitalist systems, the greater the growth of
manufacturing and exports. The least developed and most ‘feudal-seeming’
regions are those which had the closest ties to the metropolis in the past. The
incorporation of a satellite into the metropolitan-led hierarchy chokes off
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development, making it more difficult for industrialization and sustained
development to take place.

Industrialization did not produce national or independent development,
with an accumulation of capital under national control, self-sustaining eco-
nomic growth, increased employment and growing levels of income, con-
sumption and welfare (Bernstein, 1982). Rather, it was accompanied by
increased foreign control. The peripheral economy is characterized by firms
and sectors which are not highly integrated among themselves but which are
linked into networks centring on the developed capitalist world.

One controversy within dependency theory concerned the impact of cap-
italism on a ‘peripheral’ society. Frank argued that once an unbroken chain
is created between rich and poor countries a complete and total capitalist
system is brought into existence. Societies that become integrated into hier-
archies of core–periphery relations are not backward in the sense of having
pre-capitalist relations of production. Rather they become part of the capital-
ist system and in the case of Latin America had been since the sixteenth cen-
tury when the mercantilist economies of Spain and Portugal had implanted
the seeds of capitalism. Peripheral societies may be subordinate in their
relations with richer countries but nevertheless they are part of an extended
system of capitalist relations.

It was thus a myth to claim that the problems of peripheral countries
could be attributed to the retention of pre-capitalist economic and political
relationship in a ‘dual’ society of progressive and traditional economies,
namely feudal forms of political authority and economic structure (Frank,
1969b, ch. 1). The so-called feudalistic institutions were as much the prod-
uct of capitalist development as the more obviously modernized capitalist
sectors.

This was to interpret capitalism in terms of trade and exchange rather than
relations of production. Incorporating a society into a network of world trade
was sufficient for it to be designated capitalist. Chile and other Latin
American countries have been plagued by an ‘open, dependent, capitalist
export economy’ since the sixteenth century (Frank, 1969b, p. 5). This of
course has implications for the analysis of the political situations in such
countries. The political relationships that we associate with capitalism –
namely liberal democracy based on the institutions of private property,
freedom of contract, and political rights – should have accompanied the incor-
poration of those societies into a capitalist world system.

The concept of disarticulation attempts to distinguish between forms of
international dependency. One developed capitalist economy may be
dependent upon another. Therefore it may be thought that dependency is not
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peculiar to poor countries and weak economies. The UK economy is
dependent on the American economy in terms of foreign investment, for-
eign ownership of economic resources and the interventions of US-based
multinationals. Increasingly there is a similar dependency on Japan.
Dependency theorists, however, argued that there is an important difference
between that kind of dependency and the dependency experienced in the
Third World (Amin, 1982).

When there are two developed economies with a degree of inter-penetration
of capital between them the advanced nation remains an independent centre
of capital accumulation. This has consequences for the structure of political
forces in that society. When, however, a peripheral society experiences
dependency a distinctive form of capitalism is produced. The poor society’s
economy is conditioned by the expansion of the stronger economies in ways
which are quite different to the relationships between two developed
economies. The conditioning or ‘disarticulation’of the poor economy discour-
ages internal growth by transferring the benefits of growth abroad (Frank,
1972a, p. 23; Roxborough, 1979, p. 64).

Politically this has an effect on class structure. It produces a dominant
class of merchants not engaged in production, which is primarily in the
hands of foreign enterprises. The emergence of an industrial bourgeoisie is
blocked. So the emergence of the political institutions upon which a domes-
tic bourgeoisie thrives, the institutions of the liberal democratic state, are
blocked too. The nature of dependency has a profound impact on the devel-
opment of the state and political forces within it. The idea of disarticulation
suggests that the capitalist state in its democratic form requires a certain
kind of ruling class, one whose interests will be protected by such a state. If
it does not have such a unified ruling class because of external dependency
the political consequences will be some kind of authoritarian regime.

Changes in class structure reflect changes in centre–periphery relations.
For example, the two World Wars and the Depression of the 1930s created
economic and political conditions making industrialization possible and
therefore ‘the emergence of stronger national bourgeoisies, industrial prole-
tariats … and of their associated nationalistic and populist ideologies and
policies’ (Frank, 1972a, pp. 39–40).

Disarticulation thus means more than the presence of foreign capital, true
of many advanced economies. It means that the capital-owning classes of
the peripheral society are fragmented particularly into those who are allied
to indigenous capital and those who are allied to foreign interests, prevent-
ing the emergence of a national bourgeoisie. That the internal bourgeoisie
is unable to complete the internal development of capitalist relations of
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production produces a very different kind of dependency to that which
exists when advanced economies are dependent on one another.

The whole class structure of peripheral society is determined by the posi-
tion of that society in the international division of labour – whether the
country has been predominantly an agricultural export economy with a
rural-based oligarchy, an enclave economy based on the extraction of natu-
ral resources, or an import substitution economy with an industrial and
financial bourgeoisie. None of these ruling classes has a vested interest
in the reproduction of a working class through better health, housing and
education because there is a surplus of labour in excess of industry’s needs
created by a combination of stagnating agriculture, population growth and
capital intensive industrialization (Hein and Stenzel, 1979).

The structure of political power is affected by economic dependency. The
ruling classes of the Third World (merchants, landowners, financiers, indus-
trial capitalists and state bureaucrats) are seen as junior partners within the
structure of international capital. These ‘clientele classes’ have a vested
interest in the existing international system and perform domestic political
and economic functions on behalf of foreign interests. They enjoy a privi-
leged, dominant and ‘hegemonic’ position within society ‘based largely on
economic, political or military support from abroad’ (Bodenheimer, 1971,
p. 163). The policies of governments reflect the vested interests of the
ruling class in the continuation of dependency:

Using government cabinets and other instruments of the state, the bour-
geoisie produces a policy of underdevelopment in the economic and
political life of the ‘nation’ and the people of Latin America. (Frank,
1972b, p. 13)

Cardoso provided evidence of how dependency conditions or constrains
the choice of development policies of countries located at the periphery
when he analysed the overthrow of Brazil’s populist regime by a military
coup in 1964 and its consequences. Groups ‘expressing the interests and
modes of organization of international capitalism’ gained disproportionate
influence over policy-makers. An ideological as well as economic affinity
between the holders of economic power and the ‘anti-populist’ sectors of
the military and technocracy enabled the latter to gain in influence not only
in modernizing the administration, but also in the repressive functions of the
state. Other sections of the ruling class declined in power including agrar-
ian, merchant and some industrial interests, the traditional bureaucratic
component of the middle class, and career politicians, while organized
sections of the working class were successfully marginalized.
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Changes in the relative power position of different élites and classes were
expressed through the accumulation process, requiring that ‘the instruments
of pressure and defense available to the popular classes be dismantled’ so
that wage levels could be kept low. This included unions and political
organizations through which wage earners had defended their interests dur-
ing the populist period. In allowing the military to repress the working class,
parts of the bourgeoisie lost control of the political process, especially the
party system, elections, press freedom, and liberal education (Cardoso,
1973, pp. 146–59).

Cardoso identified different ‘patterns of dependence’ as accounting for
shifts in the relative power of different classes at this period of Brazil’s his-
tory. Moving beyond import substitution in an attempt to reduce depend-
ency meant moving away from a stage of development that in Cardoso’s
view was ‘significantly controlled by the local bourgeoisie’ (1973, p. 157).
The role of international monopolies became comprehensive, including the
remaining areas of primary exports, the private manufacturing sector and
even public enterprises such as the state oil monopoly PETROBRAS.
The political consequence of this economic realignment was an autocratic,
developmentalist, military–bureaucratic regime.

Dependency and economic performance

It is easier to judge the economic analysis underpinning neo-colonialism
and dependency interpretations of post-colonial history than to evaluate
their contributions to an understanding of Third World politics. The main
problem for students of Third World politics is that dependency theory does
not make a systematic attempt to demonstrate the political consequences of
dependency. It was predominantly an explanation of economic relations,
leaving political relationships to be derived from them. It has a distinct ten-
dency to see the state as epiphenomenal – that there is nothing to be
explained in terms of the state, social classes and movements, politics and
ideology other than as derivatives of the economy and without an independ-
ent role of their own. The state is merely a consequence of relationships and
power structures that lie elsewhere, namely in the economy (Leys, 1977,
p. 95; Goulbourne, 1979, pp. 11–17; Hoogvelt, 1982, p. 169).

Dependency theory could not explain how a number of dependent
economies have recorded impressive growth in per capita incomes.
Some countries, especially in East Asia, experienced significant industrial-
ization, growth in manufacturing, indigenous investment and technological
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assimilation (Warren, 1973, 1980). Elsewhere development could be said to
require more, not less, foreign capital (Emmanuel, 1974, 1976). Nor has the
introduction of capitalism necessarily held countries back economically.
For example, in Zambia, Saudi Arabia and Sri Lanka it is the capitalist sec-
tors that have developed, when foreign investment has been used to produce
for world capitalist markets. In some African countries, capitalism ‘has
accomplished more than dependency theory allows’ (Leys, 1996, p. 121).
What has held back development is lack of know-how, enterprise, capital
and pre-capitalist social and political traditions (Nove, 1974). Relations
between centre and periphery are non zero-sum games, so ‘economic rela-
tions with the metropolitan centre may act as an enormously powerful
engine of growth in the periphery’ (Cohen, 1973, p. 217). Foreign capital,
even with a net outflow, can add to the total of domestic capital by the mul-
tiplier effect of investment-generated local payments such as wages, taxes
and purchases of local supplies (Ray, 1973, pp. 13–18). Developing coun-
tries can also reduce their dependency by using bargaining strength derived
from the developed economies’ dependence on them (Philip, 1990, p. 497).

An analysis of data on 30 tropical African countries in the middle and late
1960s found measures of dependency unrelated to economic performance
variables. In the mid-1960s African countries with high ratios of exports
and imports to GNP and high levels of foreign capital had the best economic
records. However, when this research made a distinction between ‘market
dependency’ (a generalized feature of the international capitalist system)
and ‘economic power dependency’ (meaning an economy is conditioned by
the decisions of individuals, firms and agencies in metropolitan centres) it
found the latter negatively related to economic performance (McGowan,
1976; McGowan and Smith, 1978, pp. 192–221).

The economic significance of independence

The view that formal political independence had not substantially modified
the relations of domination and exploitation between the capitalist imperi-
alist powers and the new states of the Third World received a major
challenge in the early 1970s by the British Marxist Bill Warren (1973,
1980). He questioned whether the evidence corroborated ‘the neo-colonial
thesis that political independence has meant only marginal changes in the
economic ties between ex-colonies and their former masters’ (Warren,
1980, p. 171). Although not denying that imperialism persisted ‘as a system
of inequality, domination and exploitation’ (1973, p. 4) Warren challenged
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the conclusion that independence had not improved the prospects for
economic development, and especially industrialization, in the periphery.
The term ‘neo-colonialism’ obscured the role played by the achievement of
formal sovereignty and its consequences. His conclusions about the signifi-
cance of formal constitutional independence for colonial societies and
economies are particularly relevant to the central tenet of neo-colonialist
explanations – that independence was largely a formality and dwarfed in
importance by continuing foreign economic domination.

In Warren’s view, the post-war achievement of independence, together
with other socio-political and economic trends, created the conditions for
significant industrialization. These trends included international rivalries
and competition; the willingness and ability of foreign firms to invest in the
Third World; the adoption by some developed countries of more liberal
trading policies; and collaboration between imperialist and Third World
governments to suppress anti-capitalist movements.

Warren argues that since independence, rates of growth and structural
economic change, including industrialization, have been significant. In the
period studied by Warren, annual growth rates in manufacturing industry
were on average higher in the Third World than in the First. Manufacturing
grew by about 7 per cent per annum between 1960 and 1968, compared with
6 per cent in advanced capitalist economies. Between 1971 and 1976 the
rate of average annual increase was more that twice that for developed cap-
italist countries. This represented a momentum since 1945 sustained for
a longer period than any previously recorded (1980, pp. 241–3). Foreign
capital had been attracted by low costs into textile manufacturing, auto-
mobile assembly, shipbuilding and chemicals. By 1970 the export of manu-
factured goods accounted for 25 per cent of the value of Third World
exports. Foreign investment had actually been beneficial to local economies
(1980, p. 176).

Warren specifically addressed the contention that neo-colonialism is
derived from balance of payments problems and the extraction of surplus
capital. He showed that during the later 1960s the balance of payments of
the LDCs improved on the whole, in part due to a growth in the volume of
exports. In the 1960s and 1970s exports rose more rapidly than imports. He
argued that a ‘drain’ of capital might well be a price worth paying for the
creation of productive facilities, especially when it creates or encourages
indigenous investment rather than suffocating it. Furthermore, some bal-
ance of payments difficulties had been caused by policy errors rather than
the conditions ascribed to neo-colonialism (1980, pp. 177–8; see also Parfitt
and Riley, 1989).
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The import of technology had also constituted a net gain to developing
countries. Its assimilation via the industrialization process contributed to
the development of indigenous technical capacity. Capabilities for assimi-
lating technology were improving rapidly year by year and were more
important than monopolistic foreign control for technological transfer and
progress (Warren, 1973, pp. 30–1). The importation of technology had led
to ‘amazing achievements’ and the abandonment of Western technology
would be disastrous. Warren cites the case of DDT in Sri Lanka, where a
ban on its use contributed to a rapid rise in malaria, previously almost elim-
inated in the country (1980, p. 180).

A number of dependent economies had also produced impressive growth
in per capita incomes. The post-war record of the Third World compares
favourably with its pre-war performance and with relevant periods of
growth (for example, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries) in the
developed market economies (1980, pp. 191–9). This is not to say that there
have not been the inevitable inequalities associated with fast growth which
had sometimes been politically destabilizing. However, the rapid economic
progress since 1945 had not generally been associated with worsening
aggregate inequality. Experience has been mixed. The record also shows
improvements in welfare between 1963 and 1972 according to indicators
for nutrition, health, housing and education (1980, pp. 200–35).

Political independence, far from being a sham, was a significant change
in the internal politics of former colonies because it provided a focus for the
domestic state management of economic processes. The newly independent
state became the focal point of economic development. Formal independ-
ence gave Third World states ‘institutional control’ over their domestic
economies. The power to establish central banks and para-statals, enforce
export and import currency controls, and implement taxation and public
spending ‘stem directly from independence’ and affect far more than indus-
trialization, especially the reinforcement of capitalist social relations of pro-
duction, commodity production in agriculture, and economic restructuring
‘along lines more suitable to a successful indigenous capitalism’ (1973,
p. 13). The state exercised powers to direct investment and channel external
capital whether from aid, multinationals or foreign countries and controlled
the development of capitalist relations and modes of production. This led to
it becoming a significant actor in the national political system and not
totally subject to external political forces.

Domestic state management of the economy had significantly increased
revenues from resource-based industries such as oil, expanded training for
indigenous personnel, increased the demand for local inputs, and spread
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local shareholding and investment in manufacturing enterprises: ‘all have
been strengthened and their advance accelerated by deliberate policy’
(1980, pp. 172–4).

Warren recognized that for poor countries there are many problems that
are part of the imperialist legacy, such as stagnation in agricultural produc-
tion, excessive urbanization, unemployment and even ‘premature socialism’
before capitalist development had been completed. But the relationship
between new states and their former colonial powers is basically
non-antagonistic and represented for Warren no more than the normal rival-
ries between competing national capitalist economies. There had not
only been considerable progress in Third World industrialization and eco-
nomic development, it had been independent development. The expansion
of manufacturing had been based on the home market. The industrial sector
had become increasingly diversified; direct foreign investment had been
less significant than the pessimists had claimed; local subsidiaries and
branches of multinationals were largely funded from local sources and
re-invested earnings:

the idea of ‘neo-colonialism’ – that the formal political independence of
almost all the former colonies has not significantly modified the previous
domination and exploitation of the great majority of humanity in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America by the advanced capitalist world – is highly
misleading and affords an assessment of post-war world capitalism that
omits most new developments. (1980, pp. 184–5)

What the concept of ‘neo-colonialism’ had achieved, in Warren’s view,
was to indicate that newly independent governments could not immediately
exert their bargaining power, because of skills shortages and delays in estab-
lishing effective state institutions and representation on international bod-
ies. It had also provided ideological support for, and international
acceptance of, ‘Third World bourgeois nationalism’ – ‘a fundamental ideo-
logical condition for the creation of modern nation-states out of states pre-
viously characterized by feudal particularism, religious and communal
division, and all varieties of patriarchal backwardness’ (1980, p. 185; see
also Twitchett, 1965, p. 319).

Warren’s optimism at the progressive, in Marxist terms, nature of Third
World development did not go unchallenged. The reply of Warren’s critics to
his claim that there had been a rapid expansion of manufactured exports was
that in the late 1970s 81 per cent of Third World exports were still in the form
of raw materials, foodstuffs and fuels, whereas 82 per cent of the imports into
Third World countries from developed countries were manufactured goods,
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indicating that Third World economies still exhibited the neo-colonial distor-
tion (Petras, 1981, pp. 118–24). In all regions of the developing world, with
the exception of the oil-rich Middle East, the trade gap was increasing.
Growing foreign reserves merely indicated increasing foreign debt or an
incapacity to absorb capital. Debt problems resulting from declining prices
of export commodities had led to austerity programmes, credit freezes,
devaluations, bankruptcies, reduced living standards and political repression.
The burden of debt had reached crisis proportions, and it was precisely the
most industrially advanced regions of the Third World that were having the
greatest difficulty in repaying loans.

Warren was also accused of exaggerating the benefits of foreign invest-
ment. Emmanuel argued that foreign capital continued to displace prof-
itable growth industries in developing countries because of its own
monopolistic and dynamic superiority. The loss to the Third World
economies resulting from the raw materials acquired by foreign investors
was several times greater than the short-term gains provided by foreign
investment in them. Emmanuel supported Warren in his view of capital as
neutral as regards its source, the use to which it is put being more signifi-
cant. But he claimed that the net inflow was derisory compared with what
was needed:

The mere arrival of foreign capital in a country does not ‘block’ anything.
It enslaves or develops the country just as much as any other capital, nei-
ther more nor less. Consequently, if it should happen that capital from
New York were to flow into Calcutta as it flows into San Francisco, we
should have no reason to suppose that Calcutta would not one day be, for
better or worse, the equal of San Francisco. Unfortunately – and this is
where Bill Warren’s mistake begins – (a) capital has never flowed into
Calcutta; (b) under present conditions it seems improbable, if not impos-
sible, that it will flow into Calcutta in the future; indeed (c) Calcutta is not
underdeveloped because it has been invaded by foreign capital but, on the
contrary, because it has been starved of this capital. (Emmanuel, 1974,
p. 75; 1976, pp. 762–3)

Other critics, notably McMichael et al. (1974), accused Warren of exag-
gerating the significance of popular pressures released by independence and
of omitting any analysis of the social forces exerting pressures on govern-
ment or the linkages between ruling groups and external interests: ‘Capital
is mobilized, bargaining takes place, pressures are exerted, nationalization
(of sorts) takes place by something described as the “underdeveloped coun-
tries” ’(p. 93).
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The range of experiences of different class-based regimes was not
assessed by Warren. Independence has not itself achieved development – it
has only made possible the release of forces which in some countries have
produced industrial advance. Some of the Third World countries that have
made the greatest advances in Warren’s terms have been least independent
from foreign controls (Brazil, Indonesia and Zaire, for example), and have
experienced extreme repression rather than popular pressures as the condi-
tions under which such advances have occurred.

Warren was thought to have paid insufficient attention to the ‘intensive
political and economic integration of the international capitalist economy’
during the period studied. He failed to distinguish the period of popular
mobilization, leading to national independence, from the post-independent
demobilization of such forces to enable dependent industrialization to take
place in countries such as India, Algeria, Indonesia, Nigeria and Kenya.
Non-popular, pro-imperialist regimes, often resting on alliances between
the military and propertied classes, have been the prerequisite of industrial
growth (McMichael et al., 1974, p. 94).

The countries with the highest rates of industrialization not only have the
highest concentrations of foreign capital, they also have the highest rates of
exploitation of labour, and the lowest rates of working-class mobilization.
They are in effect police states.

Warren also assumed rather than proved that multinationals and foreign
capital brought benefits, and that Third World governments acquired
leverage or national control over their operations. Sutcliffe had shown that
while there had been rapid industrial growth in some LDCs in the early
1960s, this had not been matched by growth in employment or change in
the type of goods available. Industries used foreign capital and techniques
to produce the goods that used to be imported, reinforcing the pattern
of income distribution and therefore the social structure (Sutcliffe, 1972,
pp. 185–6).

Other criticisms were that Warren ignored ‘internal colonialism’ between
regions of Third World countries, equated development with industrializa-
tion, and exaggerated growth rates by the misuse of statistics. If economic
growth rates are calculated per capita rather than nationally, they ‘dwindle
into insignificance’ and do not compare favourably with advanced capitalist
countries because capital-intensive industrialization has not absorbed the
labour available: ‘More and more the developing countries show a structural
distortion, providing highly rewarding employment for a small minority,
and a very large amount of barely productive poverty-line employment, or
no employment, for the masses’ (Hoogvelt, 1978, p. 81).
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It has also been shown that an increasing share of manufacturing in total
production merely reflects declining production in the agriculture sector.
Averaging the export record of the Third World concealed the fact that over
half of it was accounted for by five countries. Any averaging of the devel-
oping countries conceals wide variations, including countries with very
large populations and very poor records of industrial performance which are
disguised by the impressive performance of some very small countries.

As far as the politics of neo-colonialism are concerned, the main issue
dividing Warren from his critics is the consequences of capitalist industrial-
ization and growth for different classes within Third World societies.
Warren’s critics were anxious to establish that development usually meant
the political repression and economic exploitation of workers and peasants.
As we have seen, Warren did not deny this – as a Marxist he was hardly
likely to. His conviction, however, was that growth and development were
based on increasingly autonomous, nationalistic, political leadership and
that this produced conditions for the development of capitalism signifi-
cantly different from those preceding formal independence. Capitalist
forces might have been exploitative (must have been, in fact) but at least
they were national.

It is this point that raised the most serious objections from Warren’s crit-
ics, rather than the quality of the regimes that served those interests best.
Warren’s argument was that national classes and their political representa-
tives acted autonomously towards subordinate classes and foreign interests.
The importance of Warren’s conclusion about national independence and
the power of the new national bourgeoisies for Marxists was that it identi-
fied the fundamental division as between classes, not nations (Brewer,
1980, pp. 293–4). His critics maintained that these classes and their regimes
continued to be the instruments of foreign capital, and that as a consequence
the economic record was not as good as Warren made it out to be, let alone
the political and social record for those whom capitalism exploits.

The political significance of independence

Politically, independence and formal sovereignty produced states which were
significant actors in national political systems and the focal points of eco-
nomic development. Third World states, and the élites which controlled them,
often successfully negotiated with foreign investors over profit levels, wages,
rents, pricing policies, volumes of output, transportation needs, sources of
supply, taxes on multinationals, export policies and other interventions in the
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domestic economy. Third World states had shown themselves capable of
taking controlling action against foreign firms located in their territories, such
as nationalization, the acquisition of majority shareholdings, joint ventures
and service contracts. Independence provided opportunities for the national
bourgeoisie, liberal reformers, democratic socialists, communists or military
populists to alter relationships with rich countries. Independent governments
could enter into alliances and trade agreements that were not open to them
before, strengthening their bargaining positions in international economic
relations (Cohen, B. J., 1973, p. 221). The bargaining power of newly inde-
pendent countries was further increased by collective organizations such as
OPEC and the Andean Pact.

Some newly industrialized countries (NICs) show how significant the
state can be in autonomous national economic development and how signif-
icant the national bourgeoisie can be in using that state apparatus in order to
promote high rates of growth along capitalist lines. The NICs have been
classified among the most dirigiste regimes with state intervention at all
levels in support of private capital. They are among the most planned and
some would say corporatist economies. In supporting private capital the
state has interfered with the free operation of market forces by the suppres-
sion of organized labour, the lowering of wages, and the weakening of polit-
ical opposition to government policies. Foreign investment has been
welcomed. Protected enclaves have been provided, such as free trade zones
for high growth activities in which enterprises qualify for tax relief and
enjoy a docile labour force, and where import tariffs and export licences are
easily available. All this has been provided on behalf of what appears to be
a dominant property-owning class. There is not much sign of the disarticu-
lation to which the dependency theorists attached so much importance.

So the NICs require us to think again about the dependency framework.
Their recent histories strongly suggest that not everything is determined by
the international division of labour, and that political leaders can exploit,
within limits, commercial links (to diversify trade), domestic assets (or even
liabilities, such as debt), and a range of external sources of aid and loans
(Seers, 1981).

Independence also encouraged the development of social movements
which gave added momentum to economic development. New ruling
groups, often petty-bourgeois in nature, could mobilize themselves. The
absence of a fully formed national bourgeoisie has been compensated for by
a state apparatus which has assumed the role of a bourgeois ruling class.
So Third World societies had acquired their own indigenous ruling class,
not in the form of a private property-owning bourgeoisie but in the form of
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a public property-directing state apparatus, particularly the bureaucracy.
Conditions increasingly existed for the formation of a national bourgeoisie
and therefore the forms of control, management and politics that such a
class requires. The state became a focal point of political pressure of an
urban petit-bourgeoisie demanding higher standards of living and con-
sumption, all of which encouraged manufacturing and industrialization. In
Kenya, for example, a class of agrarian capitalists was able to use its strong
representation in the state apparatus to increase the rate of indigenous capi-
tal accumulation through policies on trade licensing, monopolies, state
finance capital, private credit and state capitalist enterprise (Leys, 1978).
Independence also stimulated popular, diffuse indigenous pressures for
higher living standards, a major internal influence sustaining industrializa-
tion policies (Warren, 1973, p. 11).

Politics and dependency

Empirical tests of dependency theory have produced conflicting results
as regards political consequences. Analysis of cross-sectional aggregate
socio-economic and political variables for 20 Latin American states in the
1960s found the greater the dependency, the higher the level of political par-
ticipation, the better the government’s democratic performance and the less
military intervention is likely, though the greater the level of civil strife. But
a study of Africa in the 1960s found that dependence and inequality were
related – in line with hypotheses derived from dependency theory (McGowan,
1976; Vengroff, 1977; McGowan and Smith, 1978, pp. 192–221). However,
the difficulty with this type of test lies in the operationalization of concepts.
The serious limitations of aggregate data techniques are shown by some
of the indicators used to measure aspects of a ‘dependent’ economy and
society – the level of unionization and voting turnout as measures of class
structure, for example (Kaufman et al., 1974).

Political analysis was not helped by the association of capitalism with
relations of exchange. It is generally thought that capitalism exists more in
terms of the relations of production – private property, free wage labour, and
freedom of contract (Laclau, 1971; Taylor, 1979). These features were
absent in many of the societies on the periphery. It was possible for the
goods that were traded and exchanged to be produced under pre-capitalist
relations of production. Social relations of production underpinning struc-
tures of political authority need not necessarily be capitalist at all for a rich
country to be interested in what is produced. Just because the commodities
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emerging from a Latin American hacienda find their way into other parts of
the international economy does not mean that they were produced through
capitalist relations of production. Economic relations may be highly feudal-
istic involving peasant production on tenancies closely controlled by land-
lords, a control that extends far beyond what is bought by the payment of a
wage. Neo-colonialism often sustained the production of goods through
feudalistic tenancies, bonded labour, controls over the movement of the
population, and other non-capitalist controls exercised at the point of pro-
duction. The penetration of foreign capital should not be confused with the
installation of capitalist relations of production or indeed the political forms
of the capitalist state (Brewer, 1980, pp. 160–72).

In addition to having a disarticulated economy and a fragmented bour-
geoisie many Third World societies had the remnants of pre-capitalist polit-
ical authority, particularly in the rural areas. Landed oligarchies dominated
the local peasantries in ways that are inconsistent with capitalist forms of
political authority. Political equality and the political freedoms that are the
necessary corollary of economic freedom are incompatible with the power
of such landed oligarchies. Feudalism was not the ‘myth’ that some
assumed it to be and the remnants of feudalism were among those factors
that made it difficult for democratic government to survive.

Dependency and class

A particular weakness of dependency theory is the over-generalized treat-
ment of social classes. The absence of a sound analysis of the class content
of the metropolitan–satellite ‘chain’ means that the qualities of the different
social relations within it are left unspecified. The analysis of class in
dependency theory is insufficiently dynamic. Dependency theorists did not
examine changes in class relationships within the periphery which could
influence relationships with external interests. Petras claims that ‘shifts in
peripheral economic activity and relations with the metropolis are in many
cases products of rising new class forces taking power’, as when metropol-
itan interests were ‘displaced’ from the agro-mineral sector by national
social forces such as peasant and industrial labour movements or the petty
bourgeoisie (Petras, 1975, p. 305). However, this line of criticism may
understate the importance of the transition from dependence on primary
products to dependence on multinational corporate investment.

Leys claims that Kenya is an example of the emergence of an independent,
indigenous, capital-accumulating bourgeoisie under conditions where,
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according to dependency theory, it could not. He argues against assuming
a priori that an independent local capitalist class cannot develop, and in
favour of analysing the factors that stimulate or inhibit its development.
Among the former are the scope for rural capitalism, the significance of the
informal sector, and global capitalism. Among the latter are ethnic conflict,
state administrative capacity and parasitic political leadership (Leys, 1996,
chs 7 and 8).

Dependency theory’s revolutionary socialist solution to the problem of
dependence does not carry conviction in the absence of a structural analysis
that demonstrates there are classes or movements on which a revolution
could be based. There is very little analysis of oppression, exploitation or
class-based organizations. The failure to explain underdevelopment by ref-
erence to the interplay of political, social and economic forces exposes
dependency theory to the charge that it is ahistorical (Leys, 1977, pp. 98–9).

The weakness of the class analysis springs in part from a conflation of spa-
tial entities and social classes. Relations between classes, such as landlords and
peasants, are presented as comparable to relations between geographical tiers
in the metropolitan satellite hierarchy. Relations of exploitation among classes
are identified with transfers of value between spatial regions. The implication
is that an exploiting class at one stage in the centre–periphery hierarchy is
exploited by the class at the next higher stage. Such an assumption provides no
basis for an analysis of the political behaviour of different socio-economic
groups (Roxborough, 1976, pp. 121–6). Brewer also attacks the equation of a
geographical hierarchy with a hierarchy of exploitation as superficial when
‘the real relation of exploitation is a direct wage relations between the workers
and the corporation as a unit of capital’ (Brewer, 1980, p. 173).

Dependency theory leaves much work still to be done on the problem of
societies that are supposedly capitalist finding it so difficult to sustain the insti-
tutions and forms of state that we associate with the development of capitalism.
However, the concept of ‘disarticulation’ takes us a bit further than saying that
if the propertied classes do not like what is happening under parliamentary
government they do not hesitate to support military intervention; or that there
is a contradiction between the material inequalities of capitalism and the polit-
ical equality of democracy. That contradiction is an inadequate explanation in
many Third World countries where there is no fully developed working class.

Levels of generality

Dependency theory operates at too high a level of generality and conceptual
imprecision for it to be refutable at the macro-level or applicable at the
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micro-level (Higgott, 1983; Leys, 1996, pp. 48–51). It is too static and
unhistorical to explain successfully the distinctive elements of economic
and political development in backward countries, and the mechanisms of
social reproduction, modes of social transformation, and modes of politics.
Operating at such a high level of generality makes it difficult to focus on the
specifics of a particular country at a particular moment in history and how
important they have been to development prospects (Philip, 1990, p. 490).
Past politics and policy instruments in particular receive only cursory treatment
(O’Brien, 1975, p. 23). The size of a developing country’s population, its eth-
nic or linguistic composition, its degree of self sufficiency in natural resources
particularly energy, its physical location in relation to countries better endowed
in terms of population, technology or military threats – such factors make a
great deal of difference to the prospects for development but tend to be over-
looked by dependency theory. They cannot be described merely as features of
world capitalism or the chain or hierarchy of metropolitan–periphery relation-
ships. As factors affecting the room for manoeuvre which governments have
they would not disappear if the international capitalist system did not exist. So
any explanation which overlooks such details must be deficient (Seers, 1981).

The function of the state in Third World societies cannot be reduced to
external, international economic influences. Legacies of authoritarian gov-
ernment, ideologies of corporatism and populist nationalism, patterns of
patron–client relations, the aggregation of local interests, the internal evolu-
tion of social and political forces – all produce variable styles of state action
that are not wholly externally induced (Long, 1977, p. 91; Smith, T., 1979).
Hence the importance of considering the evidence supporting different
theories of the Third World state (in Chapter 5).

Hierarchy

Dependency theory has also been criticized for restricting the idea of a hier-
archy of domination or influence to relations between rich and poor coun-
tries. Critics have denied that there are qualitative as well as quantitative
differences between rich and poor countries which make their dependency
distinctive in international terms. Dominance, dependence, influence and
the inter-penetration and internationalization of capital apply just as much
at the core or centre of the world capitalist system as at the periphery (Kay,
1975, p. 104; Lall, 1975; Bernstein, 1979). Brewer refers to ‘interdepend-
ence’ and ‘dominance’ because ‘dependence’ implies that some countries
are economically independent, which is not true (Brewer, 1980, p. 178).
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Dependency theory’s argument is that in the core economies cultural,
legal and political institutions are the product of indigenous development in
the way that they are not in peripheral and particularly ex-colonial societies.
Here institutions have developed from those originally imposed from out-
side; the class structure of dependent societies is also more a reflection of
external economic interests than of the distribution of material resources
and interests within the country (Larrain, 1989, p. 180). What is significant
in Third World dependency is the representation in some general sense of
external foreign interests rather than a class structure – and political config-
urations representing it – which are purely contained within the borders of
that country.

But does this provide a firm analytic base for distinguishing dependent
from non-dependent politics? Class relations in poor countries, where the
rich benefit from mutual interests with the rich in rich countries, seem com-
parable to class relations in developed countries. So perhaps all societies are
in the pyramid of social, political and economic dominance with the apex
occupied by the most powerful capitalist country and the bottom by the
poorest countries. It is difficult to find some special dividing line horizon-
tally which separates dependent from independent economies and societies.
This debate has yet to be resolved.

Conclusion

The critique of neo-colonialist explanations and dependency theory can be
summarized as a doubt that dependence can be causally related to under-
development. Dependence is either so general that it fails to have any
explanatory value in the context of poor societies, or it arbitrarily selects
certain features of international capitalism to produce a definition of
dependence. Those features similarly do not allow the important distinc-
tions between rich and poor, developed and underdeveloped, independent
and dependent to be made in the way that dependency theory wants to.

Nevertheless, dependency theory served an important function in the
analysis of development, especially in Latin America (Larrain, 1989,
pp. 193–200). Its emphasis on the weak and relatively dependent position of
the less advanced economies of the world was timely and a necessary
corrective of much development theorizing at the time, especially ideas
about unilinear economic development and ‘dual economies’ (Luton, 1976).
It called attention to the ideological implications of pluralistic and
structural–functional development theorizing, challenging the conventional
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wisdom that economic development in Latin America is inevitably consis-
tent with US interests (Ray, 1973, p. 6). Its ‘militant critique’ of a highly
ideological developmentalism that ignored social classes and treated the
state as an instrument of popular will or the public interest, showed that
underdevelopment was not a ‘primal’ or ‘original’ condition. Dependency
theory ‘stimulated the empirical study of institutional and structural mech-
anisms of underdevelopment’ such as multinationals, fiscal policies, capital
expenditures and aid programmes (Leys, 1977, p. 93). It showed that capi-
tal does not necessarily break down non-capitalist modes of production, but
can bolster ‘archaic political and economic forms’ through alliances with
pre-capitalist social forces (Kay, 1975, p. 104).

Third World trends in the 1970s underlined the importance of under-
standing the limitations imposed by the international context, while at the
same time revealing some of the gross over-simplifications that formed part
of development theory’s conclusions. The two concerns at the core of
dependency theory – the limits on capitalist development at the periphery
and the relative importance of external and internal variables in determining
those limits – are of lasting significance. The core propositions of depend-
ency theory are now part of the conventional wisdom (Philip, 1990, p. 491).
Despite its weaknesses, dependency theory created a major opportunity for
the effects of integration in an international system to be analysed, includ-
ing those newly industrializing countries such as South Korea which might
be thought to undermine the dependency thesis (Bienefeld, 1980, pp. 5–10;
Godfrey, 1980, pp. 1–4).
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5
The State in the
Third World

Introduction

The different attempts to explain the nature of Third World politics in terms
of encounters with richer countries that have been examined in earlier chap-
ters made reference to the form of the state and the configuration of politi-
cal interests sometimes articulated by the state and sometimes suppressed
by it. If the state is focused on more closely there are contrasting theoretical
perspectives to assist understanding of the nature of the state in the Third
World. The nature of the state – the institutions through which legitimate
power (political authority) is exercised and enforced – is central to the study
of politics in any country. Third World conditions produce additional
reasons why the analysis of the state is necessary for an understanding of
politics in developing countries.

First, there is the legacy of colonialism which social scientists of very dif-
ferent ideological points of departure have recognized to be a formative
influence on the contemporary state in developing countries. The key ques-
tion posed here is whether the post-colonial state can develop the attributes
of a pluralist political system or a distinctive relationship to new class for-
mations. The next two sections of this chapter present these contrasting
interpretations of the state in post-colonial society.

Secondly, there is a controversy between the proponents of society-
centred and state-centred approaches to the state, the former presenting the
state as an arena for the resolution of conflicts between private interests, the
latter regarding the state as an independent force with its own policy agenda
(Nordlinger, 1987). The conviction that the state must be ‘brought back in’
to politics will be assessed in this chapter, together with the claim that in so
doing the socio-economic context of politics is in danger of neglect.
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Thirdly, there is a controversy about whether the forces of globalization
have rendered the state obsolete or at least transformed state power. This
forms the latest stage in a long debate about whether states in the Third
World are capable of governing, why some have been so much more suc-
cessful than others in bringing about development, and why seemingly
strong state structures frequently fail to implement policies and pro-
grammes (Migdal, 1987).

Fourthly, Third World states have generally presented a picture of acute
political instability, with frequent violations of the rules of the political
game in the replacement of governments, the transformation of regimes and
the behaviour of individual actors, whether they be corrupt public officials
or unconstitutional political movements. Theoretical explanations of politi-
cal instability in the Third World deserve and must await a separate chapter.

The pluralist political system

We have seen that political developmentalists preferred the language of the
political system to that of the state, encouraging us to think of the institutions
and processes at the centre of government in politically neutral terms. We are
presented with an image of what other political theorists refer to as the state
which is central to a pluralistic interpretation of politics. Following the ideas
of the German sociologist Max Weber many schools of social science, includ-
ing the functionalist, have seen the state or the political system as a set of
social relationships for converting, through the use of legitimate physical
compulsion, demands and supports into outputs – decisions, statutes, laws,
regulations, investments and so on (Almond, 1960, 1965, p. 193; Almond and
Powell, 1966, ch. 2). The ‘authoritative structures of government’ (Pye, 1965,
pp. 7–8) are a neutral set of arrangements consisting of political institutions
and recognized procedures for interpreting political demands, resolving polit-
ical conflicts and converting them into outputs that satisfy those demands.

From this perspective the state is perceived as an arena in which conflict-
ing interests compete for scarce resources. It is a means of managing com-
petition, so that the state is recognized as a legitimate way to settle such
disputes. The pluralist view of the political system sees its governmental
functions as neutral in relation to the interests of different groups in society.
It may be likened to an umpire, administering impartially the rules of the
game without bias in favour of any particular player. The pluralist view of the
state sees modern society as divided into competing elements which never-
theless find a kind of equilibrium. None is persistently more dominant than
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any other. None gets its way to the exclusion of others to a disproportionate
extent. In this respect pluralists are building upon traditional ideas of liberal
democracy and the role of the state, though rather than focus on the individ-
ual as the unit of analysis they are focusing on groups. They see society as
consisting not of atomized individuals – the egotistical rational person seek-
ing their own interests in a society which the state has a duty to preserve – but
of groups and associations. Only by co-operating with similarly placed and
like-minded people can individual interests be protected. Complex modern
societies produce such associations for the articulation of political interests.

Pluralism is a key attribute of modern society for functionalists
(Coleman, 1960a, p. 535). Pluralists believe there will be an equilibrium in
terms of the power of different groups partly because of cross-cutting loyal-
ties. No group will have an interest in pushing its demands excessively to
the exclusion of other groups in society because individuals are members of
a multiplicity of groups and associations. As producers our demands for
higher incomes from wages will not be pushed to an excessive degree
because we are also consumers who have to pay the price of those increased
costs of production. Attachments and loyalties cut across other groups as
well. There is not only a balance of competing forces but there is also mul-
tiple membership of different and sometimes overlapping groups. This
serves to reduce the extremism of the demands of interest groups.

In the context of poor and developing societies the pluralist view of the
state assumes that as pre-capitalist social structures and economic arrange-
ments are replaced by capitalism and industrialization so the authoritarian
political institutions associated with the pre-capitalist era, especially feudal-
ism, will also be swept aside. They will be replaced by the institutions of the
liberal democratic state, perhaps in the form of a parliamentary democracy in
which interests are protected by freely formed associations, freely competing
electoral alliances, and freely articulated ideas about public policy preserved
and protected by civil and political rights such as freedom of speech and
association, universal suffrage and freedom of the press (Carnoy, 1984).

Such an approach to the state is also likely to see a sharp distinction
between society and polity. It does not reveal how much state intervention
there will be. Those on the extreme Right of the liberal democratic spectrum
of ideas will reduce the role of the state to the minimum. Those at the social
democratic end will allow a considerable role for the state. But the extent of
intervention will be an outcome of the interaction between competing groups.
It will be the result of the success that some groups have in protecting their
interests via publicly funded state interventions as opposed to the success that
other groups have in protecting their interests by maintaining levels of state
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activity, public expenditure and taxation at a minimum, thereby maximizing
the level of private incomes. But even though there might be considerable
state intervention, even including elements of public ownership, polity and
economy are seen as separate and independent spheres of social action.

Another feature of the pluralist state is to play down the significance of
class divisions in society. Liberal democratic and pluralist assumptions about
society are that it may be disaggregated along occupational, gender, ethnic,
or religious lines, but not into classes. Class may be used as a summation of
some of those other more significant factors indicating occupation, income
and lifestyle, but class is not seen as an identity around which people form
alliances in order to compete for scarce resources politically. If a concentra-
tion of power is found, as in some undeveloped political systems, it is
assigned to particular groups or élites, such as the executive and bureaucracy
in a ‘tutelary democracy’, the military in a ‘modernizing oligarchy’, or a
dynasty in a ‘traditional oligarchy’ (Almond, 1960). But a notion of class that
involves mutual antagonism and irreconcilable economic and political inter-
ests is rejected. So there is no sense in the pluralist model of the state of
diametrically opposed interests, one gaining only if another suffers.

This view of the state, though not particularly well-articulated, was
adopted by some of the imperial powers in their attempts – often hesitant,
partial and delayed – to prepare colonies for independence. These were the
assumptions of the constitution-builders when independence seemed
inevitable and even desirable. They were also the assumptions of many
within colonial society who collaborated with the processes of constitu-
tional design. The leaders of some nationalist movements had similar views
about the nature of the state. Many had, after all, been educated in the pris-
ons and universities of the British Empire. Where they departed from it was
less in the direction of Marxism than in the direction of some indigenous
modification such as African socialism or the traditions of Indian village
communities. Nationalist leaders such as Nyerere and Gandhi harkened
back to what they regarded as a golden era preceding European intervention
and while not being so romantic as to think that the clock could be turned
back, nevertheless advocating that there were values which had been lost
and which could be retrieved to the advantage of a society that would hence-
forth be developing according to its own prescription.

Class and the post-colonial state

The pluralist view of the state has been challenged by approaches which
focused on the state as a potentially autonomous and dominant actor in the
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political process. A need was seen to ‘bring the state back in’ to political
analysis. This was not only a reaction against modernization theory which
replaced the state by a concept of the political system in which governments
mechanically converted demands into policy ‘outputs’. There was also dis-
satisfaction with economistic interpretations of the state as epiphenomenon,
giving economic and property relations such a determining significance that
other institutions – political, legal, cultural and ideological – become
merely a reflection of them. Such economic reductionism was found in
dependency theory, with its implication that the dominant class in a periph-
eral society could only play a comprador role.

Marxism has provided a useful analytical framework for the analysis of
the Third World state. However, if we turn to Marxism for a view of the state,
we find not one but four or five (Jessop, 1977; Ziemann and Lanzendorfer,
1977). There is the idea of the state as a kind of parasite, particularly through
a privileged, bureaucratic caste. The state extracts resources from society not
for purposes of social reproduction, but to sustain an élite. There is the idea
of the state as epiphenomenon, when economic and property relations are
given such a determining significance that other institutions – political, legal,
cultural and ideological – are merely a reflection of them and entirely
explained by their dependence on prevailing economic relations. There is the
idea of the state as an instrument of class domination, an executive commit-
tee for managing the affairs of the whole bourgeoisie. This comes close to
being a view of the state as a neutral instrument which can be controlled
equally effectively by any class which achieves a position of economic dom-
inance. The state is not pluralistic in the sense of being a neutral arbiter, but
is a set of institutions existing independently of social forces and which at
different stages in history will be controlled in the interest of a dominant eco-
nomic class, whether it be the landed aristocracy in a feudal economy or the
industrial bourgeoisie of early capitalism.

Then there is the notion of the state as a factor of cohesion, where the
state is involved in regulating struggles between antagonistic classes and
using both repression and concession to moderate and manage those con-
flicts while sustaining the economic and political dominance of the most
powerful economic class and preserving the social relationships which a
capitalist economy requires.

That is very close to yet another view of the state found in Marxism – and
here we come to one that has had the greatest impact on the study of politi-
cal change in the Third World – which is the Bonapartist. The idea of the
state being a factor of cohesion, managing and manipulating class struggles
without fundamentally damaging the economic system that preserves the
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dominance of a particular economic class, is close to the idea of the state as
something that can stand aloof from the immediate interests of even the
dominant economic class in society for a longer-term aim – that of moder-
ating class conflict and preserving the social and economic system. This
formulation is derived from Marx’s analysis of French history between
1848 and 1852 when the nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte staged a coup
d’état and overthrew republican parliamentary government. Marx’s inter-
pretation of that episode was that different factions of the bourgeoisie were
in conflict with each other to such an extent that they were, particularly in
the context of republicanism and political liberty, making it possible for the
working class to win power through parliamentary institutions. The coup
d’état was to save capitalism from itself – from its own destructive faction-
alism and from the contradiction between a capitalist economic system and
a democratic polity. Capitalism was founded on the exploitation of man by
man, whereas the democratic polity was founded on the principle of politi-
cal equality, implying that the majority rule. In early capitalist society the
majority would want to redistribute wealth in their own favour, inevitably
harming the interests of capital.

Bonapartism is a model of the state that is not merely the product of
a dominant class and an instrument to be wielded by whichever socio-
economic group is dominant. It is not simply an executive committee of the
bourgeoisie. The state is, rather, almost autonomous and able to free itself to
a degree from civil society, not to manage it neutrally in the interests of all
sections, but in the long-term interests of a bourgeois class against the irrec-
oncilable interests of other classes.

This interpretation seemed to some social scientists examining the post-
colonial state to be enormously perceptive and resonant. Post-colonial soci-
ety equally appeared to have a number of competing bourgeois factions
whose conflicts needed to be managed in the long-term interest of capitalist
growth and the social institutions upon which such development depended,
in particular private property and the right of accumulation.

A paper published by the Pakistani sociologist Hamza Alavi in 1972
applied this model of the state to a particular episode in the history of
Pakistan which contained its first excursion into military government (see
also Alavi, 1990). It seemed to Alavi that Pakistan had experienced a form
of Bonapartism which, though very different in its social origins to the
Bonapartism of mid-nineteenth century France, nevertheless had some
parallels in terms of class and state structure.

Alavi conducted an analysis of what appeared to him to be a
military–bureaucratic oligarchy by reference to class interests rather than in
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the terms that prevailed in other parts of the social sciences where the military
and bureaucracy were seen as modernizing élites and where it was not found
surprising or even disturbing that they enjoyed the most power. They repre-
sented the skills and values that developing countries required if they were to
move down the path to modernity. Some of the functionalists had written about
the modernizing role of this part of the state apparatus. F. W. Riggs, a leading
American political scientist, had also pointed to the colonial inheritance of a
powerful bureaucracy, more powerful than other political institutions
bequeathed at independence (Riggs, 1963). There are parallels between func-
tionalism and Marxism in some of their references to the power of the bureau-
cracy after independence and to the colonial legacy. For both schools of
thought colonialism meant the overdevelopment of the bureaucracy relative to
other political institutions.

The relationship between class and state in post-colonial society gave the
state relative autonomy from class control. Relative autonomy refers to the
controversy within Marxism about whether the state can free itself from
class control in order to manage and control class conflict. It is a difficult
concept to use without ambiguity (Moore, 1980; Wood, 1980). Alavi argued
that the state in Pakistan in the 1950s was not merely a set of institutions
controlled by a dominant class. Its autonomy was not complete because it
was not totally neutral or independent of all class forces. The state was nei-
ther autonomous in the pluralist sense, nor was it the prisoner of a single
dominant class. To support the idea of the state as relatively autonomous
there has to be an accompanying analysis of class.

The specific circumstances of the propertied classes in Pakistan meant
that three could be identified: a national bourgeoisie whose interests centred
on the ownership and control of industrial capital; an indigenous landed
class dominant in the agricultural sector and consisting of a relatively
small number of wealthy and powerful rural families owning large tracts of
cultivatable land; and a ‘metropolitan bourgeoisie’. While the significance
of a national bourgeoisie can be readily appreciated because they are
actively present in the economy and polity, the metropolitan bourgeoisie is
much less visible or tangible. The interests of these three propertied classes
were found to be competing but not contradictory. This is why instead of a
more orthodox Marxist analysis which would interpret the state as directed
by a single class, Alavi chose a formulation which reflected the more
complex pattern of propertied classes found in Pakistan at that time. This
involved in particular a significant presence of external capital whose
base was outside Pakistan in one of the great metropolitan centres of the
world economy.
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These classes were in conflict, competing with each other for the
resources which were under the control of the state. The landed aristocracy
was important because socio-economic structures had not been completely
transformed under colonialism into a capitalist society. It was in transition
with surviving feudalistic relations in the rural areas reflected in the rela-
tionships between landlords and tenants. Agriculture was based on a mode
of production which was far from capitalistic and which retained many ele-
ments of a pre-capitalist society and economy particularly in the control of
rural tenants and labour. The landed classes were keen to retain their control
over the agricultural sector not because they wanted to transfer their surplus
into industrial investment or even into a more capitalistic way of farming.
Rather they wanted to retain their pre-capitalist, feudalistic privileges and
powers over the local population.

The interests of this class were not identical to those of the other two
propertied classes. There was tension between the landed class and a bour-
geoisie that wanted industrialization to achieve higher levels of productivity
and more surplus for indigenous investment, low wages supported by cheap
food for the cities, and cheap raw materials for industrial processing. The
metropolitan bourgeoisie was interested in investments that would not be of
equal benefit to the national bourgeoisie. American aid was found to have
forced policies on the Government of Pakistan which were to the detriment
of domestic interests but in favour of American investors. Corruption was
another method by which the metropolitan bourgeoisie promoted its inter-
ests. The metropolitan bourgeoisie was in competition for control over dif-
ferent levels of the economy, the kinds of investment to be included in
development plans, and the partnerships between indigenous and foreign
capital that would be authorized by the state. At times the state seemed to
act on behalf of international capital, representing it locally. Sometimes it
would defend the interest of indigenous interests against foreign capital by
setting up protectionist tariffs against the importing of finished manufac-
tured goods. Though the national bourgeoisie was in a subordinate, client
status to the metropolitan bourgeoisie, their collaboration did not imply an
identity of interest – hence the need for the state to play a mediatory role.

The state essentially performed a function of mediation between con-
flicting propertied classes. Their interests were not contradictory since they
all had in common one essential value, the preservation of private property
in the social relations of production. But they had clearly competing inter-
ests. A particular kind of state was most appropriate for this mediating role,
one that could free itself to a degree from the direct control of a faction of
the bourgeoisie. Such a state needed a ‘bureaucratic–military oligarchy’,
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a regime that would be sufficiently removed from the immediate interests of
any one of those three classes to be able to exercise independent power and
manage conflict provided it did not challenge their common interest in
private ownership of the means of production. So whereas the national
bourgeoisie in a developed capitalist society, or the metropolitan bour-
geoisie in a colony, could establish their dominance this was not possible in
post-colonial conditions where ‘none of the three propertied classes exclu-
sively dominates the state apparatus or subordinates the other two. This
specific historical situation confers on the bureaucratic–military oligarchy
in a post-colonial society a relatively autonomous role’ (Alavi, 1972).

This model of state autonomy was inspired by a particular country at a
particular period in its history. It did not always fit the post-colonial situa-
tion in other countries. Imperialism and the penetration of foreign capital
had been less intrusive in some regions than in South Asia. The internal
social structure was consequently very different at the time of independ-
ence. In Tanzania, for example, the ethnic composition of the society was
relatively untouched by European intervention. It consisted of a large num-
ber of small groups with no pattern of inter-ethnic dominance. One group in
the region of Mount Kilimanjaro, the Chagga, had benefited from the intro-
duction of cash crops. A class of relatively rich peasant cultivators devel-
oped, but not a class of large landowners receiving part of their wealth in
rents. Some of the richer peasant producers became petty-capitalist invest-
ing in other activities such as local trade, but the extent to which this
constituted any kind of new socio-economic class was very limited.

The relations of production within the different societies that made up
Tanzania were communal, based on settlements consisting of kin-groups, and
lacking landlords or employers of landless labour. The relationships between
producers were those of kinship and ethnicity. Population density was rela-
tively low. Land was readily available. Some societies, notably the Masai,
were pasturalist. By the time of independence a class structure, brought about
by the combination of indigenous economy and foreign intervention, hardly
existed. Rural people produced goods on the basis of small-scale communi-
ties with land held in common. Land could not be alienated and accumulated.
Rights to occupancy and cultivation alone attached to individuals and fami-
lies. There was a relatively small basis for a landed oligarchy or an industrial
or commercial middle class, the last being mainly Asian in origin. An embry-
onic working class was also beginning to emerge at the time of independence
based on textiles, motor transport and tobacco processing.

The most powerful African class in the process of formation was what
some analysts referred to as a petty-bourgeoisie of teachers, civil servants,

116 Understanding Third World Politics



prosperous traders, and farmers. The East African colonial state had
subordinated pre-capitalist, though non-feudal, social formations to the
needs of colonial capitalism. This pre-capitalist agriculture had moved
towards commercialization without ‘quasi-feudal stopovers’ and the indige-
nous bourgeoisie was confined to mainly Asian traders (Shivji, 1973, 1976;
Saul, 1974).

Society further differed from India in that there had not been extensive
exposure to Western culture and education. There were, for example,
few African graduates or professionals. By the early 1960s all that had
happened in terms of Westernization was some incorporation of educated
Africans into the lower levels of the public service and related professions
such as teaching.

Thus class conditions in Tanzania differed considerably from those in
Pakistan. It is correspondingly more difficult to think of the state as having
to mediate between well-articulated class interests, including those owning
capital and those with only their own labour, as well as divisions within the
capital-owning classes, including capital located outside the country. The
metropolitan bourgeoisie, most notably represented by multinational corpo-
rations, was much more powerful than indigenous classes. However, the
post-colonial East African state had not become international capital’s
‘executive committee’. It retained a measure of autonomy because of its
role in the production process and strategic position within the economy.
The growing level of state intervention in the economy, with the state as the
country’s major employer and the main vehicle for social mobility for those
able to obtain educational qualifications, again appeared to parallel the
Pakistan situation. The state was a means to economic power, rather than an
instrument of an already dominant economic class. Class formation takes
time, and African experience confirms that in the interim the state can inde-
pendently act in a mediatory role and affect the process of class formation
by the success or failure of its policies, for example in protecting local firms
from foreign competition (Kasfir, 1983, p. 8).

One explanation of the economic success of East Asian countries such as
South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, and Malaysia also stresses the importance
of the state having sufficient autonomy to guide private investment and
intervene strongly in other areas of economic management so as to achieve
high levels of growth. These ‘developmental’ states and their attendant
approaches to public policy is owed to their independence from social
forces such as landowners, private capital, and labour, and their mainte-
nance of a competent technocratic bureaucracy. Another interpretation of
the relationship between state and class interests stresses the power of some
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economic groups (such as motor manufacturers in Korea) and the impor-
tance of co-operation with the state of at least those parts of civil society
with an interest in industrialization, especially the business community.
‘Governed interdependence’ and partnership with private industry, rather
than its domination, were essential for effective state intervention, though
the state had the power to choose which socio-economic interests it would
co-operate with (Polidano, 2001).

An overdeveloped bureaucratic state

Another distinctively post-colonial feature of this theory of state structure is
the idea of an overdeveloped bureaucratic state apparatus. Colonialism
had produced a distorted state structure. Certain institutions which had been
particularly significant for colonial government and which had a relatively
long history had been highly developed, namely the bureaucracy, the military
and the police. A central feature of colonial government was a heavy reliance
on these institutions. Colonialism required a state structure which would
enable control to be exercised over all indigenous classes. This state appara-
tus had to be bureaucratic. The bureaucratic–military nature of the colonial
state represented the ‘institutionalized practices’ of an overdeveloped state.
So of Pakistan it was said ‘that the “superstructure” in the colony is therefore
“overdeveloped” in relation to the “structure” in the colony’ (Alavi, 1972).

This could partly be accounted for by the disproportionate involvement
of the state in managing the economy. Where the private sector is small,
where the market as a basis for the arrangement of production and distribu-
tion is weak, and where the economic activity of the state is significant, the
state becomes the key economic actor. It is the major employer. It plays a
prominent role in managing the flow of international finance from aid, loans
and foreign investment. The state becomes the source of capital. It controls
its use. An extensive state apparatus supports economic development, even
when it is in the form of an emerging capitalist system. Public sector
management, state marketing and rationing of scarce foreign exchange and
consumer goods, state ownership, the provision of an infrastructure of
communications, energy supply and transportation, the creation of a legal
structure for commercial transactions, maintaining political stability to
create confidence among investors – all are the responsibility of the state.

The Indian subcontinent had probably had the longest history of demo-
cratic development of any part of the empire, but even here the bureaucratic
state apparatus appeared to Alavi to be overdeveloped. How much more this
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would be the case in countries where there had been virtually no experience
of parliamentary and representative government before independence. In
territories where nothing had been done to prepare for democratic self-
government the distortion was even greater. Experience of parliamentary
government prior to independence varied enormously. Even where it was con-
siderable the bureaucracy still emerged with prestige, power and status,
monopolizing the knowledge and expertise required for running a govern-
ment and developing a society. Government was the main source of employ-
ment for professional people and the highly educated. Government absorbed
the supply of technical expertise. For example, long practice in the mobiliza-
tion and organization of people for political ends through the Congress move-
ment in India still did not produce a capacity to control a highly developed
administrative system in the years immediately following independence.

The bureaucratic–military oligarchy, with its distinctive set of practices,
codes, rules and standards, almost totally unaccountable to outsiders under
the imperial state, was recruited from the wealthier sections of society. In
Pakistan there was an imbalance in recruitment between the East and West
provinces, with much of the recruitment into the bureaucracy and military
coming from the West. The under-representation of people from the East was
a factor in the subsequent break-up of the country. The oligarchy was not
classless. It had its social attachments. But it could mediate between classes
more easily than legislative assemblies in which the representatives of war-
ring factions sit. Legislative assemblies are also likely, under universal suf-
frage, to contain representatives of property-less classes. They constitute a
threat to those who are economically privileged. A bureaucratic–military oli-
garchy is thus required that can mediate between the propertied classes and
subjugate other classes in the interest of the existing distribution of wealth.

Comparisons of Pakistan and Tanzania confirmed the overdeveloped
nature of the state in relation to civil society, particularly through its bureau-
cratic manifestations. Colonialism in Tanganyika had left a relatively highly
developed bureaucracy, although one that had not been extensively pene-
trated by Africans. Furthermore, it represented the power of the colonial
state over all the elements of civil society rather than any internal, domestic
interests. The colonial state had developed even fewer institutions for nego-
tiating with indigenous interests than in India. It was paternalistic rather
than mediatory. The state apparatus, particularly in its bureaucratic form,
was more overdeveloped in relation to civil society and the private sector
where capitalism either in agriculture or industry had hardly begun to
emerge. However, Africans were only recruited into positions of influence
in meaningful numbers on the eve of independence, when it was essential to
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replace expatriate officialdom with local people. The overdeveloped state
seemed to fit the Alavi model.

Elsewhere, however, overdevelopment was a temporary feature of the
immediate post-independence period, quickly giving way to control by a
dominant class. In Kenya, for example, the dominant class following inde-
pendence was the metropolitan bourgeoisie. This was the interest that the
post-colonial state articulated. The state in such a peripheral economy sup-
ported metropolitan capital against its main rival, a newly emerging property-
owning middle class. The struggle did not have to be mediated. It had been
won by metropolitan capital. The state performed municipal functions on its
behalf. Domination of the mass of the population by foreign capital required
the existence of domestic class interests, in this case the petty-bourgeoisie,
allied to foreign capital and ‘which uphold their joint interests in economic
policy and enforce their dominance politically’. State power was not rela-
tively autonomous but rather was ‘asserted’ by the ‘currently dominant com-
bination of classes’ in the form of policies to protect the petty-bourgeoisie and
subdue the unions and by means of clientelism, ideological domination and
official repression (Leys, 1975).

In India too the overdeveloped state was a temporary phenomenon. As
society became more complex and the private sector grew stronger and
more diversified so the political institutions representing classes in society
became stronger and the bureaucracy took on a more subservient role.
A significant bourgeoisie emerged which, despite the presence of foreign
capital, captured control of the state (Wood, 1977).

Bureaucratic control over economy and civil society was extensive every-
where following independence. Some countries, such as Tanzania, had
single party regimes. In addition to the state bureaucracy there was a party
bureaucracy, adding to the overdevelopment of the state apparatus. The
party’s own hierarchy of officials corresponded to the hierarchies of state
officials in the structure of administration. However, this system was some-
what paradoxical. Appointed state officials were powerful. But a party
bureaucracy could constitute a counter-balance to the state bureaucracy and
its colonial inheritance in terms of structures, processes of decision-making,
status and prestige. Party bureaucracies, arguably representing a democratic
check on state bureaucracy, complicate the picture of the relationship
between bureaucracy and other political institutions. To the extent that the
two bureaucracies are highly integrated, however, especially when civil
servants are appointed on the basis of partisan criteria, the distinction
between the two organizations can become completely blurred. If a provin-
cial commissioner (a civil servant) only occupies that office because the
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correct partisan credentials are held, to what extent are such officials
a different species of bureaucrat as far as the ordinary citizen is concerned?

The bureaucracy could also be central to the career opportunities of the
small middle class, as in Mali where it became the focus of political com-
petition. In the absence of other fully developed institutions political pres-
sure and lobbying was directed towards the bureaucracy which became the
arena in which political conflict was fought out (Meillasoux, 1970).

The high-performing Asian economies have also managed economic
development to varying degrees through bureaucratic and technocratic
means rather than through liberal democratic politics. Government has been
regarded as a technocratic activity, with the state’s technocratic élite operat-
ing autonomously from civil society and seeking ‘bureaucratically deter-
mined goals’ (Jones, 1997, p. 199). The bureaucracy was insulated from
‘growth-compromising pressures’ such as agricultural interests and weak
commercial and industrial classes. A meritocratic bureaucracy provided sta-
bility, a capacity for strategic planning, and competent, coherent adminis-
tration. There was, however, successful ‘collaborative linkaging’ with
economic interests, allowing the bureaucracy to mobilize resources for
developmental aims (Weiss and Hobson, 1995, pp. 162–8).

The bureaucratic–authoritarian state

In Latin America the persistence of military regimes in relatively advanced
societies with long experience of independence led to the formulation of a
‘bureaucratic–authoritarian’ model of politics. Higher levels of industrial-
ization and growing GNP per capita were linked to reversals from demo-
cratic competitive politics and growing inequality. The historical sequence
typified by Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Uruguay and Mexico through the
1960s and 1970s moved from rule by oligarchies of powerful families,
through populist politics and on to bureaucratic-authoritarianism.

Experience in Latin America again runs counter to a certain genre of devel-
opment theorizing which predicted that as countries develop economically,
politics becomes more pluralistic and the state becomes more democratic.
Latin America during the twentieth century should not have become more
authoritarian politically. It is useful to compare the bureaucratic–authoritarian
model with Alavi’s post-colonial state model, because of the argument against
Alavi that as societies develop economically and socially his model becomes
less viable. Latin America seems to present evidence of bureaucratic-
authoritarianism accompanying and even growing as societies become more
economically advanced.
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The line of explanation is different from Alavi’s. It examines dependent
societies where the process of modernization has not led to the gradual
enrichment of mass politics but to the collapse of political systems in which
the working classes and lower-middle classes were important participants
in, and beneficiaries of, the dominant coalitions. Populist politics, notably
in Argentina under Peron, produce movements that seek mass support to
maintain an élite rather than promote an ideological position. It is a form of
politics in which the masses can engage and acquire influence and benefits.
The important question is why populism so often degenerates into repres-
sive authoritarianism, often of a military character, and the regressive redis-
tribution of wealth in favour of the economically privileged. More advanced
levels of industrialization, growing GNP per capita and other aspects of eco-
nomic development are linked to a reversal from democratic competitive
politics and an increase in inequality.

O’Donnell (1979) compared Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Uruguay and
Mexico, identifying an underlying common historical sequence starting with
oligarchical political systems in which power, both economic and political,
is held by a small number of families. This is then followed by a phase of
populist politics eventually degenerating into bureaucratic-authoritarianism.
Three factors in ‘constellation’ are said to account for the stage reached by
any particular country: regime, coalition, and policies. By regime is meant
the existence of civil rights, freedoms, electoral competition, and organized
interests – compared with repression, intimidation, gerrymandering, ballot-
rigging and the other practices which undermine and destroy the democratic
process. Coalition refers to the class and sectoral composition of the domi-
nant political group. Policies refers to the distribution of resources among
different classes and sectors of the economy. Each constellation is seen as the
result of relationships between three key aspects of socio-economic modern-
ization: levels of industrialization; levels of political activism among the
lower classes (or what is rather confusingly called the ‘popular sector’); and
the growth of technocratic occupations in both the public and private sectors.
Constellations of regime, coalition and policies reflect constellations of
levels of industrialization, activism and technocracy.

Bureaucratic-authoritarianism is characterized by a regime in which elec-
toral competition is eliminated and other forms of political participation are
closely controlled by the authorities; a coalition of high level military and
civil technocrats working with representatives of foreign capital; and a pol-
icy of promoting advanced industrialization.

This particular kind of political system is interpreted as a reaction to
problems associated with a particular phase of import-substitution policy.
This phase is brought to an end by the lack of a domestic market to support
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further industrial expansion. It is a phase marked by the high cost of
imported intermediate goods and capital equipment that cannot be produced
locally. This cost is quickly reflected in balance of payments deficits, for-
eign debt and inflation. There is a pressing need to overcome this problem
by the development of a manufacturing sector geared to intermediate and
capital goods rather than consumer goods. The policies aimed at that objec-
tive seek to acquire technology, managerial expertise and capital largely
from the multinational sector, to deal with economic crisis, and to create
long-term stability. This is the industrialization part of the constellation
associated with bureaucratic-authoritarianism.

The political activism factor refers to the political opposition to such poli-
cies from lower-income groups adversely affected by shortages of consumer
goods, the effect of inflation on wage levels, and unemployment arising from
a switch to more capital-intensive production. Protests, strikes and crisis
within the system of democratic politics have to be managed and controlled.

The spread of technology produces higher levels of social differentiation
associated with modernization (echoes of earlier modernization theory). The
particular development identified here as more significant than others is the
greatly increased role of technocrats in society. Technocrats do not have a
great deal of time for democracy. Participation, consensus-building, negotia-
tion and compromise all run counter to the values of the technocrat.
Democracy is seen as an obstacle to economic growth. The bureaucracy and
the military are identified in Latin America as being the main repositories of
such technocracy on the state side, forming a natural coalition with the tech-
nocrats leading the private sector. Managers and engineers, rather than share-
holders, are the dominant influences in industry. A new professionalism
within the military supports technocratic views of the economy and society
generally. Problems are seen as needing solutions that can only be provided
by those with the training and qualifications. This is a very distinctive per-
ception of the nature of social problems and is found in varying degrees in all
societies. The technocrats form a natural ‘coup coalition’ to establish an
alliance between the military, the civil bureaucracy and the technocrats in the
private sector. Democracy gives way to the power of those with knowledge.
This line of analysis touches upon other interpretations of military interven-
tion in Third World politics. A coalition between civil and military officials
seems natural, not just because they have the same paymaster but also
because they espouse the same technocratic approaches to politics.

According to this perspective, the origins of bureaucratic-authoritarianism
lie in the need for governments to satisfy the demands of national entrepre-
neurs and the indigenous middle class, while at the same time enacting policies
in support of foreign capital. Different countries have had different degrees of
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success in handling this contradiction. Brazil was better than Argentina at inte-
grating the national bourgeoisie after establishing political and economic sta-
bility to ensure large injections of foreign capital. The case of Chile shows that
the pre-coup crisis and post-coup repression in the 1970s were so extreme that
there was great difficulty in attracting foreign investment.

Bureaucratic-authoritarianism is not exclusively associated with later
phases of industrial modernization in Latin America. There are other
regimes where it seems equally likely that the phenomenon has appeared at
different phases of industrial development. Certainly the ‘regime’ and
‘coalition’ features of bureaucratic-authoritarianism have been experienced
in other regions of the Third World. What may be distinctive about the Latin
American case is the association with a particular policy, that of promoting
advanced industrialization. Further refinement of the concepts would make
it possible to identify whether one type of policy is a necessary condition for
a bureaucratic–authoritarian state, or whether certain kinds of regime and
coalition are consistent with other policies for the distribution of resources
within a society. As Collier (1979) notes for Latin America, interaction
between regimes and policy changes seem to cut across the BA/non-BA dis-
tinction. The possible explanations of the rise of authoritarianism are many
and varied. Not all confirm the ‘deepening of industrialization’ hypothesis,
or the preceding strength of the ‘popular’ sector.

State–society dialectics

Inquiry into the Third World state needs to consider an ambitious attempt to
produce a comparative framework designed to encompass states in all
regions of the world, whatever their level of wealth, industrialization or eco-
nomic development. Here the state was to be ‘brought back in’ as part of a
dialectical relationship with a political environment that shapes state action
and structure as well as being affected by them (Evans et al., 1985).

Seen from this perspective, tendencies towards autonomous state action
vary according to the type of state structures available to support such inter-
ventions. Some states are better placed than others constitutionally, politically
and culturally. Bureaucracies vary in levels of centralization and integration.
Constitutional powers vary in their degree of dispersal among sub-national
governments. Administrative agencies differ in the degree of penetration by
organized interests. State executives vary in their level of power over repre-
sentative legislatures. Organizational structures are themselves the conse-
quence of past state policies which vary from country to country.
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States will also vary in the extent of their capacity to implement their
policies. Capacity is a key concept in this approach to state autonomy.
Capacity is affected by such factors as: an ability to control the state’s terri-
tory; the availability of human and financial resources; and the organiza-
tional instruments available for the achievement of the state’s objectives.
The quality of such factors will not necessarily be spread evenly across all
policy areas. The fact that historically and comparatively states are found to
have different capacities in different policy areas warns against the catego-
rization of states as either ‘strong’ or ‘weak’.

The capacity of a state to intervene internationally or domestically
depends not only on internal characteristics such as the resources at its dis-
posal. It also depends on the state’s relationships with the social, economic
and political environment. Capacity is affected by relationships between
state authorities and domestic socio-economic groups. For example, in the
international arena success militarily depends upon effective fiscal capacity
which in turn requires a willingness on the part of key sections of the popu-
lation to be taxed. In the domestic arena, successful state interventions, such
as in pursuit of economic objectives, equally depend on relationships with
economic interests. The successful pursuit of industrialization in a develop-
ing country, for example, may depend upon the state achieving autonomy
from agrarian interests, as in Taiwan.

The capacity of states is more or less balanced by the capacities of organ-
ized sections of civil society and the international economy. Analysis of the
state thus requires a method of inquiry that is relational. Effective policy
implementation may be as dependent on networks of support as much as on
the state’s own instruments of intervention. State and society consists of
actors in complementary as well as conflicting relationships.

Hence the importance of recognizing that states affect the development of
the political process. States are powerful and autonomous organizational
actors, capable of shaping society as well as being shaped by it. Such recog-
nition must extend to modern and emerging democracies, and not just total-
itarian and authoritarian states where the primacy of the state as an actor in
control of social and economic development is more obvious.

Through its administrative, legal and coercive systems the state structures
its relationships with civil society as well as relations within civil society.
First, state structures affect the political culture – on society’s perceptions
and judgements of political rules, roles and processes, rather than these just
being the product of cultural differences in political life.

Secondly, state structures affect the way collective action is mobilized
for political ends and the formation of political groups and movements.

The State in the Third World 125



The configuration of interests and interest groups in a society reflects the
composition of state interventions in society and economy. The state’s
organization, patterns of intervention in economic and social life, and pub-
lic policies determine which group interests are activiated, which social
cleavages are politicized, and which political demands are pressed. Political
identities and attempts to capture control of parts of the state apparatus are
responses to state intervention. For example, working class political orien-
tations have historically been affected by the timing of democratization in
relation to industrialization; by the administrative structure of the state; and
by legal conditions bearing on working class organizations such as trade
unions. States may induce different forms and levels of corporatism which
influence the way sectional interests are defended. Social movements
reflect in part variations in constitutional, legal and coercive state appara-
tuses. For example, economic intervention by bureaucratic–authoritarian
regimes in Latin America affected social resistance by reducing the state’s
capacity to dominate civil society. Shrinking the public sector can under-
mine social forces behind political opposition.

Thirdly, the structure of the state is related to the way in which political
interests are mediated by political parties. For example, the extent to which
the state bureaucracy is free from partisan control determines how far it can be
used as a source of political patronage and therefore how far political parties
secure electoral support by promising the spoils of office or by offering ideo-
logically coherent programmes capable of securing majority support within
the electorate. State administrative structures also influence party organiza-
tion and styles. Variations in relationships between the state administration
and party organization also affects the kinds of issues that regularly appear on
the political ‘agenda’: collective versus divisible benefits, for example.

Fourthly, the political expression of class interests is never wholly eco-
nomically determined. This is because the ability of classes to achieve con-
sciousness, mobilization and representation is affected by the structures and
activities of states. For example, working class activism has historically
been conditioned by the nature of the state and in particular the extent to
which state and society are sharply differentiated, and the extent to which
workers are incorporated into a political system based on locally rooted
political parties wielding patronage. The political capacity of dominant
socio-economic classes is also a function of state structures, such as decen-
tralized forms of administration and social control and parliamentary forms
of political decision-making, and not simply extensions of class interest.

However, an autonomous state does not automatically mean a reduction
in the power of all social groups. The game is not zero-sum. State autonomy
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and the power of socio-economic groups and interests can increase or
decrease together. For example, trans-national corporations have stimulated
a capacity for autonomous state action on economic issues. Similarly, a
reduced state capacity to intervene in the economy may be deliberately
selected by state élites in order to protect other state capacities, such as in
the area of control and repression, and thus reduce the expression of griev-
ances by economically disadvantaged groups.

Strong state interventions are likely to encourage interest groups to mobi-
lize to exert pressure on policy-makers or even colonize parts of the state
apparatus. State autonomy and group power may increase simultaneously,
but only temporarily as newly mobilized and empowered groups exert influ-
ence and reduce the scope and possibly capacity for further state interven-
tions, at least in that particular policy area. We are thus presented with the
intriguing conclusion that state intervention in the economy provides an
environment supportive of working class mobilization and participation in
policy-making.

The thrust of this theory is that political analysis needs to recognize a
dialectical relationship between state and society. In activating group iden-
tities, politicizing some social conflicts and not others, and selecting social
identities on which political conflict is based, the state influences the mean-
ings and methods of politics for different groups and classes. The state is not
solely the product of social cleavages and interests. Sectional interests and
classes seek to influence the state. But the way they do so, and their capac-
ity to do so, depends on the state structures with which they interact.

Globalization and the nation state

It has been argued that the forces of globalization are increasingly rendering
the state obsolete. Thus debates about the nature of the state become redun-
dant. How convincing is this stance?

There is by no means consensus on what ‘globalization’ means (the fate
of many terms that are more buzz-words that no discussion of current affairs
dares omit than scientific concepts), but the term tries to capture aspects of
international relations which must be delineated if the argument about the
contemporary relevance of the state is to be assessed.

Economically, ‘globalization’ refers to an accelerating process of interna-
tional transactions in the form of trade, investment and capital flows. For
example, in developing countries the share of international trade in total
output increased from 10 per cent in 1987 to 17 per cent in 1997. Over the
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same period the world’s flow of foreign direct investment more than tripled,
from US$192 billion to 610 billion. Capital flows to developing countries
also increased sharply in the 1990s, though concentrated on a small number
of countries designated as ‘emerging markets’. Such trends have been fos-
tered by technological developments in transportation and communications,
especially electronic forms.

Globalization has social and cultural dimensions, too. Cultural unifor-
mity is encouraged by increased travel and migration, and the media net-
works of rich Western countries. Global communications networks have
far-reaching consequences for businesses, governments, educational institu-
tions, voluntary bodies and community groups. Social globalization is
reflected in the illicit trade in drugs, laundered money, weapons and
women. Civil conflicts threatening political stability are fuelled by the
global traffic in weapons and mercenaries. Global markets put huge pres-
sure on the environment.

The nation-state is said to be undermined by these forces. National poli-
cies for economic development, employment, social protection and fiscal
objectives are made redundant by mobile capital, global markets and trans-
national industrial production. Nation-states are rapidly being reduced to a
‘municipal’ role in the global system, providing the required infrastructure,
physical and legal, for international capital (Hirst and Thompson, 1999,
pp. 261–3). Trans-national networks of production, trade and finance rele-
gate national governments to ‘transmission belts’ for global capital. World
market forces are more powerful than state actions both domestically and in
the international arena, so that while state intervention may have increased,
the state’s effectiveness in providing what markets do not – security, finan-
cial stability, law and order and public goods such as infrastructure – has
declined (Strange, 1996).

Global capital imposes a discipline on states, leaving governments only
with policy choices that are consistent with a free market. The welfare state
is ruled out. National sovereignty has been displaced by global and regional
institutions (e.g. free markets and free trade) and organizations such as the
IMF, the World Trade Organization, the Association of South East Asian
Nations, Asia-Pacific Economic Co-operation, and the Southern Cone
Common Market (Held et al., 1999, pp. 3–5). Forms of international co-
operation between states have proliferated (to deal with crime, terrorism,
migration and capital flows) and the number of international agreements
(treaties, charters and covenants) has grown enormously. Global governance
and politics is not only conducted through international organizations, but
also through international NGOs, social movements and pressure groups
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such as Greenpeace, the International Confederation of Trade Unions, the
World Muslim Congress, the International Red Cross and the Catholic Fund
for International Development (Held et al., 1999, pp. 56–7).

Such conclusions for the nation-state are only convincing if the significance
of globalization is exaggerated and the need for the state underestimated.

The picture of globalization as a completely supranational economy is
false. The economic world is still made up of national economies in which
most companies are embedded, subject to national regulations and benefit-
ing from state power which provides stability and security in financial mar-
kets, free trade, and the protection of commercial rights, albeit within the
context of growing international trade and investment (Hirst and Thompson,
1999, pp. 270–4).

A growth in the scale of international relationships in which states are
engaged does not necessarily diminish the power of states to decide when it
is in their interests to participate in activities which have formed part of the
context of sovereign statehood for centuries (Krasner, 1995). It is wrong to
confuse the diminution of state power with a changing world with which
states have to cope. States have always had to respond to changing eco-
nomic, military, technological, ecological and cultural development. It is
also debatable how far it is anything new for states to be subjected to the
threats which ‘mobile capital’ is able to pose. Has it really required global-
ization to generate ‘powerful pressures on states to develop market-friendly
policies, including low public deficits and expenditure, especially on social
goods … [threatening] welfare budgets, taxation levels and other govern-
ment policies’ (Held and McGrew, 2000, p. 13)? This has always been the
experience of states that have to accommodate capitalism.

Nor is economic interdependence new, and is arguably less significant for
national governments than it was in the nineteenth century. Western states
are as involved in the exploitation of their advantages and power over Third
World economies as at any time in the past, mainly through ‘global’ corpo-
rations with national roots. ‘Global governance’ is a euphemism for an
international system in which national governments, especially Western, are
the main actors. The international economy may restrict policy choices by
national governments in some policy sectors, but it expands them in others.
The demise of the state from globalization only becomes a convincing idea
if one accepts a false conception of statehood as ‘an absolute, indivisible,
territorially exclusive and zero-sum form of public power’ (Held et al.,
1999, pp. 6–9).

The continuing need for the state arises firstly from the threats to liveli-
hoods from globalization, especially in developing countries. While trade
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increases incomes on average, it does not guarantee that inequalities will
not increase and poverty continue. Trade liberalization also produces
‘adjustment’ costs as labour and capital shift to export industries. For exam-
ple, according to Action Aid, globalization for the Indian state of Andhra
Pradesh has meant agricultural mechanization, the consolidation of small
farms into large landholdings, contract farming by international agribusi-
nesses, the accelerated introduction of GM crops, and the impoverishment
of small and marginal farmers (The Guardian, 7 July 2001). Global compe-
tition has led to a growth in ‘flexible’ (i.e. precarious) employment condi-
tions. For example, 30 per cent of workers in Chile and 39 per cent in
Colombia have no contracts of employment, or less secure ones than before
(UNDP, 1999, p. 4). Only states can provide safety nets to protect vulnera-
ble people or manage the political conflict and crime caused by poverty
(Hirst and Thompson, 1999, p. 267). The costs of economic adjustments
also need to be moderated by retraining policies, health care, and macro-
economic policies that produce economic stability. Social policies are
needed to protect people not only in the context of changing labour markets,
but also of declining cultural diversity and the damage done to public serv-
ices by deliberate reductions in state resources. This calls for policies that
invest in skills, promote job-creation, strengthen workers’ rights, generate
tax revenues, improve the efficiency of tax administration, reduce military
spending, and support culture and the arts. The state is also needed to
remove barriers excluding people from the benefits of information technol-
ogy through policies in developing countries for group access, training, and
adapting technology to local skills (UNDP, 1999).

In the Third World the state continues to be the context for sustaining a
dignity restored after independence and for resisting outside pressure.
Attempts to make state sovereignty a reality reflect the need for political
communities to enjoy the dignity which comes from self-government and
resistance to external forces, even when such ‘interference’ is unavoidable
(Blaney and Inayatullah, 1996, pp. 86–7).

The state also has the leading role to play in environmental protection. The
complaint that globalization means more environmental degradation and
pollution is more against the consequences of economic growth, whether or
not generated by globalization. However, insofar as globalization stimulates
economic growth, whether this entails pollution depends on environmental
policies pursued by national governments, such as the removal of subsidies
from environmentally harmful activities, transparent environmental regula-
tion, and information and education about environmental problems (e.g. the
public disclosure of factory pollution, as in Indonesia and the Philippines).
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The state is needed to provide a legal and fiscal context that encourages
economic development. The rule of law is necessary to provide social and
economic security and the enforcement of economic obligations (Hirst and
Thompson, 1999, pp. 277–80). Government policies protecting property
rights are needed to attract capital investment, a problem for the poorest
developing countries being their exclusion from a global order which denies
them investment and a reasonable share of world trade. Capital market
flows are very volatile and can create financial crises as in East Asia in
1997/98. Reducing the risks of such crises and their consequences for
incomes, social unrest and crime requires national institutions and policies,
such as strong legal and regulatory regimes for the financial sector.

Support for the international order has to be managed at the national level
through the institutions of the state. Powerful nation-states are required if
international regulatory regimes, trading blocs, agencies, economic policies
and treaties are to be effective. Nation-states represent societies on interna-
tional agencies and regulatory bodies, supporting international decisions
with national laws and policies. Only through nation-states will such agen-
cies be endowed with legitimacy by, and accountability to, those societies
(Hirst and Thompson, 1999, pp. 274–6). National governments are becom-
ing more important in promoting and regulating international trade and
investment. National institutions, government strategies and position in the
international system allow states to mediate and resist the effects of global-
ization. The fact that pressure for the establishment of international treaties
and conventions may come from international, non-governmental sources,
such as human rights activists (most of which are nationally based) or the
‘will of the international community’ does not mean that states no longer
have to consent to international law (Held et al., 1999, pp. 6–14, 63).

Even if the assertions about overwhelming globalization are accepted, it
does not follow that the state is powerless to moderate the effects of interna-
tional economic forces. What is significant is that states vary hugely in
their capacity to do so. And capacity is not a function of globalization. Such
capacity – to respond to economic change by mobilizing investment, increas-
ing manufactured exports, and co-ordinating technological innovation – is the
key variable in the analysis of the state in a global economy (Weiss, 1998).

Conclusion

The literature on the post-colonial state aids understanding of the factors
identified by dependency theorists as being central to the nature of the state
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in the Third World, in particular the role of the bourgeoisie and its level of
development. Foreign capital is part of the class structure of the peripheral
state. It does more than compete with the national bourgeoisie, however. It
affects the rate and direction of its development. Indigenous classes do not
develop autonomously. They are distorted by the presence of foreign capital
which is not merely another class in competition with indigenous classes
but actually affects the formation and coherence of indigenous classes and
strengthens the mediatory role of the state.

However, a single model of the post-colonial, relatively autonomous and
bureaucratically oligarchic state cannot be applied everywhere. The range
of historical conditions in the Third World is too great.

There is also scope for confusion regarding the concept of ‘overdevelop-
ment’. This concept is applied to the state in relation to civil society and its
class structure, overdevelopment arising from the state’s original need to
protect the interests of imperial capital against indigenous economic inter-
ests or classes. But it is also applied to internal state structures, with the
bureaucracy being ‘overdeveloped’ in relation to other political institutions.
The connection between the two seemingly separate propositions lies in the
argument that the power of the bureaucracy within the state enables the state
to maintain a degree of autonomy from any class in civil society even after
independence from the imperial power. The institutions that would allow
classes in society to control or even colonize the state apparatus, and to
dominate the bureaucracy, are insufficiently powerful.

It might also be asked why, particularly when there were no strong
indigenous classes to be subdued, an overdeveloped state should be needed.
The colonial state at the time of independence in East Africa did not appear
to be particularly strong in terms of civil and military personnel or percent-
age of national income taken by government revenues and expenditure, let
alone overdeveloped. The post-colonial state was typically smaller, relative
to population and size of the economy, than advanced capitalist countries
and less involved in the ownership of productive forces or interventions in
social life (Leys, 1976, p. 42; see also Ziemann and Lanzendorfer, 1977;
Crow, 1990, pp. 211–12).

‘Bureaucratic-authoritarianism’ is a fair description of Latin America’s
militarized regimes, provided that the differences in the regimes and their eco-
nomic policies are also recognized. Further conceptual refinement is needed
in each factor of a ‘constellation’ – regime, coalition and policy – in order to
appreciate the degree and nature of differences between bureaucratic-
authoritarianism and other types of state (Collier, 1979). As an analytical
model it declined in significance in the 1980s as civilian politics was
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restored, competitive party systems established and economic liberalism
enforced (Cammack et al., 1993, p. 79).

The dialectical approach brings to the fore important interrelationships
between state and civil society. But it does not distinguish itself sufficiently
from other approaches to politics which also understand that the state is
structured by its environment, that states are actors in the international
arena, that strategically placed élites are capable under some circumstances
of taking control by military force, that state élites, especially professional
bureaucrats, make contributions to foreign and domestic public policy that
are more influential than those made by political parties and pressure
groups, and that autonomous state action is motivated in part by the desire
of state élites to reinforce their power and prerogatives.

There is also a danger that the state will be reified when construed as an
autonomous actor influencing and being influenced by international and
domestic contexts. However, the theory does suggest some potentially fruit-
ful lines of further inquiry in its interpretation of the impact of state inter-
vention on the mobilization of political interests and the form that such
mobilization might take. Critiques which attempt to restore socio-economic
factors as the determinants of politics (such as Migdal et al., 1994) not only
need to show how their approach differs. They also have to avoid confusing
state powerlessness with state incompetence. The damaging consequences
of economic mismanagement do not indicate a loss of power on the part of
state authorities so much as demonstrate the dreadful influence of powerful
but venal and incompetent state leadership.

While it is debatable how far nation-states have ever not had to share
power or contend with forces cutting across national boundaries, there is no
doubt that the international economic and governmental system is more
complex, ‘influencing institutional agendas’ and changing the balance
between national, regional and international legal frameworks (Held et al.,
1999, p. 81). However, the nation-state remains at the centre of these com-
plexities and takes the lead in managing their domestic and international
consequences.

The concept of globalization may also provide states and governments
with a convenient myth with which to discipline society to meet what is pre-
sented as the inevitable, impersonal and unalterable requirements of the
global marketplace (Held and McGrew, 2000, p. 5). If governments cave in
under pressure from multinational corporations over investment rights,
environmental regulation, or food production, it is because they choose to
favour corporate interests, not because they are subject to the natural laws of
the international order. And if international governance is needed to deal
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with the international costs of globalization such as the growing inequality
between countries, the international threats from civil conflicts occasioned
by financial volatility, or global crime, hopefully it can move towards
more representative, democratic and transparent bodies than the currently
dominant agencies – the IMF, World Bank and World Trade Organization.
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6
Political Parties and
Party Systems

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to consider the experience of Third World
countries with political parties, the most important institutions of political
mobilization in the context of mass politics. Whatever the nature of a civil-
ian regime – whether based on the principles and institutions of liberal par-
liamentary politics, monopolistic forms of political leadership, or on some
interpretation of Marxism–Leninism – political parties reflect the fact that
government is no longer the prerogative of an hereditary élite or alien oli-
garchy but rests to some degree on the support or mobilization of the
masses. Parties emerge whenever the notion of political power comes to
include the idea that ‘the mass public must participate or be controlled’
(LaPalombara and Weiner, 1966, p. 3).

A party may mobilize and control support through ideological devices or
even repression, but it has to be managed so that power can be captured and
the legitimacy of constitutional office secured. The objectives of parties
may be many and varied, seeking revolutionary change or maintaining the
status quo, but they all require the mobilization of mass support. Parties
accommodate demands for greater political participation and, in various
ways including repression and patronage, help manage the conflict that
such mass participation in politics inevitably produces. Political parties are
both a consequence of a process of political change and a cause of further
change by increasing a society’s capacity to cope with crises of integration,
participation and distribution (LaPalombara and Weiner, 1966, pp. 41–2).

Defining a political party is difficult, especially in the Third World,
because of the immense variety that is found (Apter, 1965, pp. 180–1).
A satisfactory definition is that provided by Coleman and Rosberg (and
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used in a more recent study of a sample of Third World parties: see Randall,
1988):

associations formally organized with the explicit and declared purpose of
acquiring and/or maintaining legal control, either singly or in coalition or
electoral competition with other similar associations, over the personnel
and the policy of the government of an actual or prospective sovereign
state. (1964, p. 2)

It is easier to classify what Third World parties do than provide a defini-
tion that will encompass all manifestations of them. Classification is also
easier than explanation of change in party system and organization, two
issues to be explored later. The main classifications to be used by political
science have been based on functions, ideology and organization. Typologies
have also been formed from a combination of these factors.

The role of political parties

Political parties in developing countries perform a number of roles (Coleman
and Rosberg, 1964; LaPalombara and Weiner, 1966, pp. 400–33; Randall,
1988; Cammack et al., 1993). First, they can in some circumstances endow
regimes with legitimacy by providing ideologies, leadership or opportunities
for political participation, or a combination of all three. By providing a
means of peaceful political succession within a competitive party system
they legitimize the authority of government based on mass participation and
representation (Yanai, 1999). In competitive situations parties permit
a degree of rotation of power among the different élites which they sustain.

Secondly, they can act as a medium for political recruitment, perhaps
simultaneously creating opportunities for upward social mobility. In devel-
oping countries political parties provide the most important civilian route
into a political career. Within certain ideological perspectives parties perform
a different kind of recruitment role. They mobilize people into self-help proj-
ects at the local level in an attempt to supplement government interventions
under conditions of extreme scarcity of resources. Such mobilization is often
associated with the socialization function referred to below as local party
organs attempt to spread the party’s doctrine among the masses.

Thirdly, parties provide opportunities for the formation of coalitions of pow-
erful political interests to sustain a government. This is what the functionalists
refer to as interest aggregation, a function of parties which is more important
in competitive systems when electoral and legislative majorities have to be
formed by the broadening of political support. Such coalition formation can
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assist in the process of political integration if parties are successful in draw-
ing support from across regions to which people feel an attachment greater
than that to the nation-state. In Nigeria such importance is attached to the
potentially destructive force of regionally or ethnically based political
mobilization that parties are required by law to draw their membership from
across the country (Oyediran and Agbaje, 1991). This indicates that parties
can, under some circumstances, impede political integration by aggregating
primarily ethnic and regional interests.

Parties also act as the conduits of upward pressure from the rank and file
membership, affiliated organizations representing special interests such as
women, youth or trade unions, and, if they are forced to compete for office
through the ballot box, the electorate. Some parties have represented tradi-
tional oligarchies as in parts of West Africa, for example, where traditional-
ists adapted the modern institution of the party to their own political ends. In
a constitutional arrangement that assigns one person one vote even an aris-
tocracy has to obtain mass support. It has the advantage of being able to trade
on the traditional allegiances of naturally deferential societies within the
wider context of more egalitarian principles. Other parties have been based
on the demands of the professional classes such as teachers, lawyers and low
ranking officialdom. Ethnicity is often a parallel defining factor limiting
membership and cutting across occupational and economic interests.

Parties also contribute to political socialization, affecting the attitudes of
party members and the wider public on such maters as the management of
the economy, national identification and the legitimacy of government.

In theory political parties should also be major influences on public policy
as a result of devising programmes to attract a workable aggregation of inter-
ests or through the application of official ideology to current problems. In the
past parties usually have had a minimal impact on public policy in Third
World countries, and even more rarely exercised any effective supervision of
policy implementation (Randall, 1988, pp. 185–6). However, there is grow-
ing evidence, especially from newly democratizing polities, that parties are
relevant to policy outcomes. For example, parties are crucial to strategies
designed to reduce poverty by the empowerment of the poor. Experience in
some of the states in India and parts of Latin America suggests strongly that
the opportunity to elect pro-poor parties to office makes a significant differ-
ence to the strength of public policies designed to alleviate poverty, espe-
cially if the parties are unified rather than fragmented, and with a coherent
ideology and programme (Moore and Putzel, 1999, pp. 9–11).

Type of party system also helps explain whether or not governments will
target social spending on the poor. Party systems that allow leaders to secure
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office despite narrow electoral support are unlikely to initiate poverty allevi-
ation programmes. In democracies with a small number of parties and stable
party systems, such as Costa Rica and Sri Lanka, politicians seek broad elec-
toral alliances, including links with pro-poor non-governmental organiza-
tions. In democracies with fragmented systems, such as Brazil and Thailand,
with unstable support for a large number of parties that are based on individ-
ual leadership rather than programmes, parties respond to narrow interests,
a lack of incentives to provide poverty alleviation programmes, and the
vetoes of coalition partners. Even elected authoritarian regimes, such as
Mexico and Indonesia, where elections are held regularly, but where one
party dominates in a virtual one-party system, have incentives to respond to
the needs of the rural poor if confronted by a pro-poor opposition movement,
a loss of urban support, a loss of credibility as a developmental regime, or
demands for democratization. However, such programmes are also more
likely to be instruments of social control than empowerment (Niles, 1999).

Finally political parties have been seen as necessary for political stability.
Huntington has produced the most explicit statement on this relationship. In
his view, stability depends on a society being able to absorb the increasing
level of political participation by the new social forces generated by mod-
ernization. Parties offer the principal institutional means of organizing that
participation in constructive and legitimate ways, especially if the parties
are created before the level of participation gets too high. A combination of
high levels of participation and strong party organization provides a defence
against anomic politics and violence. The risk of military intervention, for
example, increases if political parties are too weak. So ‘the stability of
a modernising political system depends on the strength of its political
parties. A party, in turn, is strong to the extent that it has institutionalised
mass support’ (Huntington, 1968, p. 408).

Party ideology

Inevitably, given their appeal to certain class interests, the ideological positions
of Third World parties have often resembled those of their First and Second
World counterparts. Western ideologies have been adapted to provide a com-
mon framework of values for very heterogeneous societies and to strengthen
national integration. Both socialism and communism have been deployed in
the Third World for such aims. But they have been adapted to the particular
context in which they are to be a guide to action. Special versions have been
developed, such as Tanzania’s African socialism which purports to draw on
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traditional communal values as well as European ideas about equality. Chinese
Marxism–Leninism developed its own distinctive qualities.

Where capitalism has developed over a prolonged period as in the rela-
tively lengthy post-independence histories of Latin American countries,
parties most clearly reflect class interests in their ideological stances.
Conservative parties are supported in Argentina, Colombia and Equador
by coalitions of landlords and the Catholic Church. Liberal parties are sup-
ported by coalitions of urban business interests. They compete for the
support of workers and peasants with socialist and communist parties
(where these are not proscribed). Most European ideologies have been
represented in Latin American politics at one time or another.

In most parts of the Third World, however, ideological developments and
the political organizations based on them have been distinctive in a number
of important respects. First, the ideologies of Third World political parties
have often been derived more from religion than from materialistic ideolo-
gies of the West which were expected to take a hold in many post-colonial
societies. Examples are the Hindu communal parties in India, the Moslem
party in Indonesia and the Islamic party in Libya. The development of
Islamic political ideologies is increasingly significant in many regions of
the Third World.

Secondly, some parties have developed to defend the distinct way of life
of different ethnic communities, for example Malays, Chinese and Indians
in Malaysia. Ideologies reflect the culture of these distinctive communities
rather than class interests. In India caste may provide the foundation for a
political party as in the case of the Dalits Party representing Untouchables.
This party was successful in state elections in 1993, forming part of the
coalition government in India’s most populous state, Uttar Pradesh. The
party aims to promote social justice for India’s most oppressed and deprived
people. Since 40 per cent of Indians belong to lower castes, this could be
a very significant political development. Elsewhere, however, and espe-
cially in Africa, the tendency of political parties to reflect ethnicity and
regional consciousness, rather than identities that cut across such cleavages
and unite people on a national scale, has been seen as a cause of their weak-
ness and the weakness of governments built on such party competition
(Diamond, 1988, p. 19).

Thirdly, political parties in the Third World are frequently populist. This is
a style of leadership rather than an ideology. It seeks to mobilize people
regardless of class by denying the significance of class and of any class-based
ideology. Populism tries to mobilize all interests under a single conception
of the national interest. It rejects the idea that groups have irreconcilable
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interests. Political leaders such as Sékou Touré of Guinea claimed that though
their societies might be divided into occupational, age and other groups, all
shared a common interest represented by a particular party and its leadership.
Society is presented as ‘cellularized’ into factions whose common interests
outweigh their particular and possibly conflicting interests as illiterates or
intellectuals, young or old, producers or consumers, men or women, peasants
or urbanites, bureaucrats or clients.

Populism is thus a way of presenting a view of society that stresses homo-
geneity rather than diversity. In order to appeal to all interests in society pop-
ulist parties and leaders define special interests in ways that make them
ultimately reconcilable. Issues associated with particular interests, or which
are divisive, are, where possible, avoided. Leaders specifically aim to
prevent the development of a consciousness of conflicting interests. The
methods used include building support on the basis of rewards rather than
ideological conviction, and expressing contradictory policy objectives
incoherently. Populism is inevitably conservative since it seeks to prevent
alternative perspectives to the status quo developing.

Social diversity is not regarded as a barrier to the identification of a more
important common interest. In some countries the structure of post-colonial
society lent some support to this way of viewing the political world, partic-
ularly those that appeared to be devoid of significant class distinctions
simply because economic underdevelopment had prevented classes from
emerging fully. Congress in India must rank as one of the most successful
populist parties. It attracts support from very different sections of society
whose interests might appear to be incompatible. It has proved able to man-
age an alliance between different kinds of class structure, those of the rural
and urban areas, even when such stratification has been overlaid with
linguistic, ethnic, communal and religious differences.

There have been two dominant preoccupations in the analysis of Third
World parties. One concerns the development and survival of party systems
and in particular the emergence of single-party systems. The other concerns
the survival of parties as institutions.

Party systems

Observations of the tendency in the early 1960s for single-party systems to
emerge in Africa led Coleman and Rosberg to produce a typology of parties
based on a combination of ideological, participative and organizational
variables. This enabled them to contrast a ‘pragmatic pluralist’ pattern with
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a ‘revolutionary-centralizing’ pattern. Pragmatic pluralist parties were those
that generally tolerated the persistence of traditional politics, only partially
and intermittently tried to mobilize support, and assimilated group interests
to a limited extent. Revolutionary-centralizing parties in contrast espoused
a modernizing ideology, were highly committed to mass political participa-
tion, and developed monolithic and centralized organizations.

This classification was used to explain the level of success achieved by
African countries in solving the problem of national integration, both in the
sense of ‘transcending the élite-mass gap’ and in the sense of territorial inte-
gration. However, it proved difficult to develop a theory of successful polit-
ical integration as distinct from identifying integration as a function that
parties can perform, especially in the single-party system of government.
Coleman and Rosberg were able to go little further than stating that ‘In all
but a few of Africa’s new states the primary structure … for coping with the
myriad parochial and ethnic pressures is the national political party, the
single or dominant party currently governing the state’ (Coleman and
Rosberg, 1964, p. 691).

A similar combination of regime and ideology is employed by
LaPalombara and Weiner in their classification of parties in developing
countries. They distinguish firstly between competitive and non-competitive
systems and then two dimensions along which parties differ within each
system. Competitive systems are associated with large and/or ethnically frag-
mented countries such as India, Nigeria, Malaysia and Sri Lanka. One
dimension of such a system ranges from ‘hegemonic’, where one party dom-
inates for a long period, to ‘turnover’, where change in the party of govern-
ment is frequent. The other dimension refers to parties themselves rather
than regimes, and distinguishes between ideological and pragmatic parties.
The hope is that this typology will have theoretical value insofar as ‘the
particular combination of hegemony or turnover, ideology or pragmatism
that a party pattern manifests may tell us something about how the parties
relate to social, economic and political development’ (LaPalombara and
Weiner, 1966, p. 37). The typology was also useful if one was interested in
the ability of parties to manage conflict effectively: ‘in competitive systems
the ideological–hegemonic and the ideological–turnover systems are less
able to cope (short of repressive measures) with conflicts than either
pragmatic–turnover or pragmatic–hegemonic systems’ (p. 418). Another
hypothesis offered is that any drive for hegemonic control is likely to be
made by parties with a strong ideological position.

Party control in a non-competitive system is by definition likely to be
hegemonic rather than ‘turnover’. Combinations of hegemonic party systems

Political Parties and Party Systems 141



and the ideological variable produce three main types of single-party system.
The one-party authoritarian system (such as Mali, Ghana and South Vietnam
in the 1960s) treats opposition as a threat to revolutionary or nationalistic
objectives. The one-party pluralist system is characterized by a pluralistic
party organization and a pragmatic ideology, as in Mexico’s Institutional
Revolutionary Party. The one-party totalitarian system has the state itself as
an instrument of the party whose objective is social and economic transfor-
mation, as in China, Vietnam and North Korea.

Single-party systems

In some cases party systems in the Third World have resembled their Western
counterparts, offering a degree of electoral choice, legitimate political opposi-
tion, and accountability to the interests ranged in support of them electorally.
Others have resembled the democratic centralism of the former Soviet Union
and Eastern bloc. But the Third World has produced important variants of its
own, most notably the single-party system in the context of parliamentary gov-
ernment and capitalist economy, as in Kenya until 1991. In some countries
multi-party politics has survived more or less intact since independence, as in
India. Elsewhere it has appeared intermittently, as in Nigeria. Single party
regimes in the context of capitalism prove that this form of economy often
requires the negation of liberal democracy rather than guaranteeing it.

With the emergence of independent states whose institutions were based
on Western models of government it was assumed that parties would
become the main institutions for the political mobilization of different sec-
tion of society, aggregating different interests into workable coalitions that
could constitute majorities, sustain governments, and provide for the alter-
nation of governments at regular intervals (Kilson, 1963). This alternation is
often regarded as the crux of a modern democracy. Political development in
the pre- and post-colonial era had seen the emergence of parties based on
the nationalist movements that fought for independence. The Indian
Congress is a classic case of an organization with a long pre-independence
history. In some colonies more than one nationalist movement emerged to
develop into parties, especially in Africa where nationalist movements often
represented different tribal groupings each with its own ideas about the
ending of colonialism. This again lent support to the expectation that this
was the origin of multi-party systems of government.

The emergence of single-party systems of government was thus a distinct
departure from the expectations of the constitution-builders on the eve of
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independence. Consequently, considerable effort has been made to uncover
convincing explanations for what was often regarded as deviations from the
normal developmental path.

First, it has been argued that an ‘aura of nationalist legitimacy’ achieved
by a single nationalist organization at the moment of independence as a
result of being seen as the victor over imperialism led to overwhelming
electoral support (Kilson, 1963, p. 266). Such an achievement was taken
as evidence that the organization could continue to reflect the common
interests of all sections of society. Popular support then enabled the domi-
nant party to make it unlawful for other parties to exist so that a single-party
state is established de jure as well as de facto. Not all single-party regimes
outlaw other parties, but when they do not it has been very common for
them to put obstacles other than the law in the way of effectively organized
opposition. Gaining control of the mass media has proved one of the most
effective ways of making it difficult for opposition parties to function.

Secondly, the single party tendency was said to reflect the autocratic
form of government which was the new state’s inheritance both from colo-
nialism and traditional government. Pluralism and multi-party democracy
are not inherited from the past. Rather, autocracy is the dominant aspect of
political history. Coleman and Rosberg (1964) argued that the situation that
party leaders confronted at independence had been formed by the autocratic
power of the departing colonialists, a culture supported by, in the case of
African societies at least, elements that were predisposed towards more
authoritarian forms of government. Multi-party democracy was too alien
an importation for it to survive in the local political culture, traditions and
history. Perceptions of tradition and what was appropriate for society
combined with the colonial legacy such as a centralized administrative
apparatus, paternalism and electoral systems, giving unfettered control to a
party that has not necessarily gained a plurality of the votes. Where the
legacy was different a plurality of parties stood a better chance of survival
(Randall, 1988).

Thirdly, the political culture of the new indigenous leadership was élitist –
government was believed to possess a monopoly of wisdom and legitimacy.
Since there were few if any other social or political organizations that could
compete with the concentration of professional knowledge that existed
within government it was difficult to dispute this claim.

Fourthly, the leadership culture was also statist. The state was regarded as
the modernizer and agent of development. Multi-party democracy was often
perceived as a luxury that could not be afforded. The immense problems
confronting the governments of new states meant that discontinuities in the
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pursuit of public goals was an indulgence. However, research has failed to
reveal evidence which consistently supports the view that the absence of
party competition is better for policy outcomes, such as economic develop-
ment and social equality (Sirowy and Inkeles, 1991).

The leadership was also nationalist, emphasizing national unity as the
paramount goal, condemning any sub-national sentiment to tribe, religion,
region or other centres of political attachment and loyalty as destructive
of national integration. Political leaders in new states undoubtedly encoun-
tered many separatist tendencies. The need for political order made the
single-party system attractive. Some Western political scientists discussed
single-party systems approvingly as well as descriptively and analytically.
Huntington noted the relative success of communist states in providing
political order, seeing it as derived from the priority given to ‘the conscious
act of political organization’. A strong party could assimilate the social
forces generated by modernization that would otherwise threaten political
stability. Huntington could find no stable multi-party system in any mod-
ernizing country. Single parties seemed better able to institutionalize
and regularize political conflict and competition than parties in a multi-
party system.

Another factor is that political office is not readily relinquished, least
of all in the Third World context. The rewards of political office in the con-
text of underdevelopment are so great that there must always be a tempta-
tion to manipulate politics to exclude the organized opposition. This goes
further than mere corruption, serious though this problem is. The problem is
rather that the state, being the main engine of economic development, is
something that those who aspire to benefit socially and economically from
such development have to control. An emerging bourgeoisie cannot look to
other sources of capital. Production, trade and commerce all depend upon
capital channelled through the state which also controls licences, the law
governing the labour force, and access to foreign exchange, import licenses
and export permits. The state is an organization which has to be captured by
any group that wishes to accumulate economic resources. Political power as
well as political careers bring huge rewards that are not lightly conceded to
opponents.

It was also believed that the classless nature of some Third World soci-
eties removed the need for more than one party. Tanzanian society, for
example, was composed of a number of more or less equally balanced eth-
nic groups without any major forms of social and economic stratification.
So it was thought too homogenous to need more than one party to represent
interests effectively.
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Not all new states came into existence on the basis of a preparation for
independence in a Western European constitutional mould. The preparation
for independence in Algeria, Indo-China, Angola, Mozambique was rather
different. Marxist–Leninist ideology has played its part. Such an ideology,
perhaps having its origin in mobilization for a war of liberation, identifies
party with state and nation. Anything outside the party, and certainly any-
thing that opposes it, is almost treasonable by definition. An organization
founded to wage war under such ideological motivation would have an
automatic propensity to form the sole leadership in the context of post-war
civilian politics.

Acceptance of single-party government was made easier by apparently
democratic tendencies within some sole parties. It appeared as if some par-
ties could sustain democratic decision-making within the party sufficient to
compensate for the lack of choice between parties. Intra-party democracy
could perhaps allow for just as much or just as little discussion of alterna-
tives as inter-party democracy. Tanzania has often been cited as a case in
point. During its single party regime Tanzania’s one legal political party, the
Chama Cha Mapinduzi (CCM), was democratically organized, with the
national conference electing delegates to the national executive council
which in turn elected the central committee. For parliamentary elections the
party selected two candidates for each constituency, sometimes from a large
number of nominations – 85 in one constituency in 1990, for example. Seats
were vigorously contested in a carefully regulated campaign. It was not
uncommon for incumbents, including ministers, to be defeated.

Consequently, some political leaders in the Third World claimed, not
without some justification, that the policy choices offered by, say,
Democrats and Republicans in the USA were no greater than the choices
being made within the mass organizations of sole parties and between
the candidates which those parties sponsored in parliamentary elections.
Different factions within a single party could also compete for political
office.

Finally, following independence in many new states, the political leader-
ship argued that traditional society had its own forms of democratic
decision-making that could be adapted to contemporary conditions without
needing more than one political party. Leaders such as Julius Nyerere
of Tanzania and Leopold Senghor of Senegal claimed that traditional
African decision-making was based on consensus, unity and egalitarianism,
claims on which historical research has thrown some doubt (Hodder-
Williams, 1984, p. 11; Riley, 1991, p. 3). Pre-colonial African village com-
munities were said to have had ‘a sense in which basic political democracy
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functioned. … The tribal elders might make the decisions, but they would be
decisions that reflected the consensus’ (Nursey-Bray, 1983, pp. 97–8).
Such communities corresponded to Tönnies Gemeinschaft rather than
Gesellschaft. A more convincing explanation for the appeal to a pre-
colonial Golden Age might be that it was necessary for political leaders
to distance themselves from the institutions and values associated with the
colonizers.

The development of an alternative form of democracy to that of Western
liberalism appears more natural still when it is recognized that for much of
the post-independence period Third World countries lacked the two
vital conditions, one economic and one political, which preceded liberal
revolutions in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the West: the
availability of capitalist enterprise, finance and skills; and a loyalty to the
nation rather than an ethnic community. It was therefore to be expected that
there would be ‘a painful, long period of accumulation of capital and of
productive skill. … A pre-political or pre-national people has to be brought
to a political and national consciousness. This puts a premium on the
mass movement with strong ideological leadership’ (Macpherson, 1966,
p. 27).

There have been some notable deviations from the tendency towards
single-party systems. In 1983 Senegal, which soon after independence from
France and under the charismatic leadership of Leopold Senghor became a
single-party state, decided to revert to a two-party system. More recently
international influences and democratization movements have encouraged
such reversals. The exception is Zimbabwe, the only country whose politi-
cal leadership has in recent years been attempting to justify a move away
from a multi-party system.

The demise of party government

A more alarming tendency has been for parliamentary and party politics to
collapse altogether under the impact of political crises. Party systems have
often given way to military systems. Both single and multi-party regimes
seem to have fared equally badly in terms of the political stability which
they were able to secure. It is difficult to find any pattern in the decay of
party systems. Single-party systems sometimes survive as in Kenya or
Tanzania, sometimes they succumb to military coups, as in Ghana. Multi-
party systems have sometimes survived, notably in India, but elsewhere
they have not (for example, in Pakistan after 1958 or Nigeria). Between
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1960 and 1969 ten of the 15 multi-party states in Africa had experienced
military intervention. Of the 20 single-party states, 11 had had coups.

It is not surprising that some commentators started to write off
party systems generally as a total failure. This is reflected in the general
down-playing of the political significance of Third World parties (see
Randall, 1988, which is an attempt to restore a sense of their importance).
Yet in some countries party government has survived for a very long time.
The continuity of some Third World party systems is now greater than
in Eastern Europe. There is no shortage of examples of countries with long
histories of party government. There are also examples of the military being
instrumental in the reinstatement of parties, albeit to legitimize the mili-
tary’s role in politics.

There are no obvious explanations for the survival of party government.
Economic growth, which might be expected to increase prosperity and
therefore a sense of satisfaction with the regime, does not guarantee the sur-
vival of party systems, although the World Bank pointed out in 1989 that the
African countries with the best economic records (Botswana and Mauritius)
had parliamentary democracies. Support for this conclusion was seen to be
provided by The Gambia which has had multi-party democracy since inde-
pendence in 1965 despite a GNP per head of only $US240 and an average
life expectancy of 43 years in 1989 (Riley, 1991, pp. 7, 29) but which
succumbed to the military in 1994.

Alternatively it might be hypothesized that social structure might offer
an explanation in that stratification based on class seems to provide a better
basis for competitive politics than vertical cleavages based on race,
language or religion. However, social factors such as class and related
indicators of stratification such as urbanization and literacy, do not appear
to be systematically related to patterns of party politics (Randall, 1988,
p. 188).

It is more difficult to account for the stability of a party system than to
explain variations between systems. Explanations of the latter include the
legacy of colonialism, the time that parties have to take root and become
established (India and Jamaica are examples of countries in which political
parties have long histories), and whether independence was won by war or
negotiation, the former method leading to the creation of the ‘party-army’ of
national liberation such as the FLN in Algeria which had great difficulty in
transforming itself into a civilian political movement after the French with-
drew. Not all nationalist movements have histories of guerrilla warfare,
some having been able to negotiate the end of colonialism rather than
engage in armed struggle.

Political Parties and Party Systems 147



To these factors must be added foreign influences. Aid donors have added
political pluralism, ‘good governance’, democracy and respect for human
rights to their list of conditions attached to international development
assistance. For example, in 1990 President Mitterrand of France warned
African leaders at the sixteenth Franco-African Congress that ‘France will
link its contribution to efforts designed to lead to greater liberty and democ-
racy’. In 1991 the British Minister for Overseas Development announced
that British aid policy would require recipient governments to move towards
pluralism, the rule of law, democracy and respect for human rights.
Multilateral aid agencies such as the World Bank have added to the pres-
sures demanding ‘good government’ in return for aid. Interpretations of
‘good governance’ as a condition for multilateral and bilateral assistance
have been quite varied (Williams and Young, 1994, pp. 84–6).

Such pressure combined in the early 1990s with the influence of the
momentous events in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union on domestic
political groups demanding political reforms and especially an end to the
single-party regime. Competitive party politics have emerged in a number
of countries as a consequence, most notably Nepal, Angola, Ghana, the
Ivory Coast and Zambia. However, resistance to multi-partyism has been
strong. The one-party state continues to be defended by reference to
the threat of tribal factionalism (Zimbabwe), the need to concentrate on
economic development (Tanzania), and the lack of readiness for democracy
among the people (Kenya).

Party systems and democratization

It is clear from the role played by political parties that their significance for
the process of democratization is immense. The success of democratization
is in part dependent on the existence of institutionalized parties and party
systems of government. The consolidation of democracy is widely regarded
as conditional upon the institutionalization of regular electoral competition
between parties which can adapt to new constitutional rules. Parties have
also been crucial to opposition to authoritarian rule, when they mainly had
the characteristics of social movements (for example, the African National
Congress before majority rule in South Africa). Such political movements
need to ‘institutionalize’ themselves in readiness for the establishment of
electoral competition (Ware, 1996, pp. 141–2).

The concept of party system ‘institutionalization’ has been developed by
Mainwaring and Scully using Latin American data to compare prospects for
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democratic consolidation in different countries. ‘Institutionalization’ was
deemed to be found when:

● the rules governing party competition are commonly observed, widely
understood and confidently anticipated;

● there is stability in the number of parties competing for office;
● parties are strongly rooted in society, affecting political preferences,

attracting stable electoral support and demonstrating continuity in ideo-
logical terms;

● political élites recognize the legitimacy of electoral competition as the
route to office;

● party organizations exist independently of powerful leaders, with well-
resourced nation-wide organizations and well established internal proce-
dures for recruitment to party offices.

The more party systems are characterized by these qualities the more institu-
tionalized they are. The fewer the qualities the more ‘inchoate’ the system is.

Latin American democratization supports the hypothesis that an institu-
tionalized system encourages moderation, coalition building and compro-
mise, while ‘inchoate’ systems pose risks for democracy of unpredictability,
complicated government, weak legislatures, personalism and difficulty in
establishing legitimacy. Institutionalized party systems mean party organiz-
ers have a vested interest in party competition and party discipline makes
government effective. Citizens support parties rather than demagogues.
Interests are pursued through elections as policies and programmes are
compared and assessed. Conflicts are more easily mediated and managed.
Political competition is restricted to democratic processes and political
accountability is effective. Participation can be channelled and consent
expressed (Mainwaring and Scully, 1995).

While an institutionalized party system may not be a sufficient condition
for the consolidation of democracy, it would seem to be a necessary one.
However, in the ‘third wave’ of democracy the party systems in poorer
countries tend to be inchoate. Consequently their democracies are charac-
terized by personalism, weak accountability, electoral volatility, uncertainty
and, most significant for democratic consolidation, low legitimacy con-
ferred on parties and party systems (Mainwaring, 1998). Extending the
analysis of the effects of party system institutionalization to Africa, Kuenzi
and Lambright found wide variation in the level of institutionalization, but
with the majority of countries falling into the ‘inchoate’ category. They also
found evidence of a virtuous circle: an institutionalized party system is
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a ‘requisite for democratic government’, but the more experience a country
has of democracy the higher the level of party system institutionalization
(Kuenzi and Lambright, 2001, p. 463).

Another debate about party systems and democratization has focused on
the number of parties in the system, comparing the stability of two-party
competition with a multi-party system. A multi-party system is thought to
be less stable. Huntington, for example, predicted that in the long-term
two-party and dominant-party systems were more likely than single or
multi-party systems to produce political stability because they provide a
form of party competition that is more effective is assimilating new groups
into the political system. Single parties find it difficult to incorporate the
new social and economic interests created by modernization without coer-
cion and therefore instability. In the multi-party system, the assimilation of
new social forces into politics can only be done by increasing the number of
parties: ‘The two-party system … most effectively institutionalises and
moderates the polarisation which gives rise to the development of party
politics in the first place’ (Huntington, 1968, p. 432).

However, another view is that a preference for a two-party system reflects
Eurocentric and Anglo-American biases, a confusion of governmental with
regime instability, and an assumption that party politics is dominated by a sin-
gle Left–Right dimension, when in Third World countries other dimensions of
conflict, such as ethnicity and religion, are superimposed. A multiplicity of
parties provides for the representation of all interests, encouraging lawful
political participation and reducing incentives to engage in political violence.
This controversy remains unresolved, though one comparative study of Third
World democratization found only ‘weak and fragmentary’ support for the
hypothesis that democratic consolidation was more likely under a multi-than
a two-party system (Power and Gasiorowski, 1997; see also Lijphart, 1984).
This is significant in view of the propensity for countries emerging from
authoritarianism to spawn a multiplicity of political parties. For example,
since becoming free from Indonesian occupation the small state of East
Timor, with a population of 850,000, has splintered into no fewer than
16 parties which contested the first elections to the 88-seat assembly.

The survival of parties as organizations

We have seen that one element in the institutionalization of party systems of
government is the strength of parties as organizations. Strong parties are
adaptable (e.g. in shifting from opposition to government), complex,
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autonomous (e.g. from narrow socio-economic interests), and coherent
(Dix, 1992). Comparing Korea, Taiwan and 12 Latin American countries
Stockton found that democracy requires strong parties as well as institu-
tionalized party systems (Stockton, 2001). Consequently, the sustaining
organizational characteristics of parties have become a topic of scientific
interest. This is a very difficult task because it is hard to know whether
something that a party does to its internal organization is crucial to its long-
term existence.

Analysis of parties in French-speaking West Africa in the early 1960s led
R. S. Morgenthau to distinguish between ‘mass’ and ‘patron’ parties
(Morgenthau, 1964, pp. 336–41). This distinction, ‘less neat in fact than in
definition’, indicated differences in organizational structure (particularly at
the local level), size of membership (including its social composition),
finances, functions, methods and patterns of authority. All such organizational
factors reflected the way in which party leaders related to the rest of the pop-
ulation. Mass parties, such as the Democratic Parties of the Ivory Coast and
Guinea or the Union Soudanaise, sought the adherence of all individuals,
whereas patron parties such as Niger’s Union Nigerienne ‘usually terminated
their structure simply with the adherence of influential notables or patrons’
(p. 337). Patron parties were weakly organized, undisciplined with little direct
membership participation. Local patrons were relied upon to reach the local
community. The individual was of interest to patron parties ‘only insofar as he
happened to be included in the franchise, provided candidates for election and
the minimum machinery for bringing the voter to the polls’(p. 340). Mass par-
ties in contrast had extensive organizations, performed the function of ‘social
integration’ through their mass membership and were interested in all aspects
of their members’ lives, not just their voting choices. Organizational strength
thus requires a mass membership. Parties become stronger the more they can
institutionalize mass support and develop a complex organization linked to
socio-economic bodies such as trade unions.

Ensuring survival does seem to require an elaborate internal apparatus to
mobilize society, and penetrate it through a mass membership involved in a
local as well as a central organization. Then it becomes easier for the party to
create a sense of national legitimacy. It becomes a more successful instru-
ment of political recruitment. Parties survive, it may be hypothesized,
because they have firm grass roots. Where parties have failed to create a
machinery for transmitting interests, opinions and needs upwards to the
policy-making élite and have only created channels of communication and
coercion downwards from the leadership to the masses they have experi-
enced difficulty surviving. A local organization has significance beyond
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organizational structure and embraces a whole approach to the management
of society and economy as well as political education, indoctrination and
control. Developing an ideology and communicating it is crucial to creating
a sense of legitimacy.

Organizational survival also depends on making the party leadership
representative of a broad range of interests (Randall, 1988). For example, the
United National Independence Party in Zambia was successful in making the
leadership representative of a wide range of social élites. There also has to be
a balanced membership. Activists who sustain the organization through
membership drives, fund raising, candidate selection, voter mobilization and
party debate have to be balanced with professional experts in different policy
fields. There must also be a balance between nominal members and party
activists, and between collegial leadership and a willingness to remove lead-
ers who are out of touch with members and the electorate. A balance has also
to be struck between the principle of open membership to whoever supports
the party’s ideals and objectives, and a rule of restricted access, either to
avoid capture by interests that would narrow the party’s electoral appeal, or
to ensure effective action in government or opposition (Graham, 1993).

Leaders that identify themselves with the party rather than using it a
means to office elsewhere such as in the government bureaucracy are also
required (Huntington, 1968, pp. 408–12). Huntington is here referring to the
loss to political parties when scarce talent is drawn off into other loyalties.
He is not denying that parties should seek office for their leaders when they
compete for positions in legislatures, executives and other parts of the state
whose personnel are recruited by electoral competition.

The strength of party organization is also dependent upon consistency – in
ideological position, discipline (among members and elected representatives),
patterns of internal organization, rules of leadership succession, and methods
of mass mobilization. Autonomy from ‘founding personalities’ is also needed,
as well as significant financial and human resources, including professional
staff (Mainwaring, 1998; Stockton, 2001, pp. 96–7). Funding and institutional
autonomy, including freeing the party from domination from the civil bureau-
cracy or military, are important organizational features of successful Third
World parties (Randall, 1988). It has to be noted that India’s Congress Party,
with considerable bureaucratic infiltration, seems to be the exception to this.

Factionalism and clientelism

The strength of party organization in the Third World has frequently been
dependent upon the distribution of patronage and the allocation of state
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resources and positions within the military and bureaucracy. The distribu-
tion of rewards to supporters and clients on a personalized basis can be
crucial for the survival of a political party.

However, within parties different interests are often expressed through
factionalism which can have highly variable consequences for the durabil-
ity of political parties. Factionalism refers to informal aspect of party organ-
ization. It is an inevitable consequence of alliances and coalitions between
leaders and followers that have no ideological foundation but which are
designed to secure electoral support. Relationships between leaders of
factions and their followers are based on a range of social and economic
conditions, such as feudalistic tenure systems (when a landowner can guar-
antee electoral support from tenants because of their economic depend-
ency), cultural loyalties and other traditional obligations. Alternatively the
factional linkage may be tribal, linguistic or caste-based.

Factionalism within political parties is one manifestation of a more fun-
damental dimension of politics in the Third World (and elsewhere), namely
clientelism. Patron–client relations reflect interdependencies between
people with economic and political power and those who look to them for
security and the performance of duties and who, in return, offer personal
services, gifts, loyalty, deference and political support (Powell, 1970,
pp. 412–13; Roniger, 1994a). Though expressing interdependency, clien-
telism is essentially an unequal form of political exchange under conditions
where equality and citizenship are constitutional formalities at best, and
where the experience of lower classes is of material and political inequality
and discrimination, especially by state officials. It is a relationship between
the powerful and the weak (Gunes-Ayata, 1994).

Clientelism represents a rational form of behaviour for people under con-
ditions of inequality and when parties need the support of regional, ethnic
and personal factions (Clapham, 1982). Eisenstadt and Roniger identify
nine ‘core analytical characteristics’ of the social interactions and
exchanges involved in patron–client relations:

● they are particularistic and diffuse;
● resources are exchanged, both economic and political (support, votes,

protection, solidarity);
● resources are exchanged as a ‘package’, not separately;
● the relationship is strongly unconditional and long-term;
● there is a varying amount of solidarity in the relationship;
● it is based on informal and not necessarily legal understandings;
● patron–client relations are entered into voluntarily;
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● the vertical nature of patron–client relations undermines horizontal soli-
darities, especially of clients;

● and the relationship is based on strong inequality and power difference.
(Eisenstadt and Roniger, 1981, pp. 276–7)

Political and economic changes, particularly the development of the state
and the spread of capitalism have fundamentally altered the nature of
patronage. Patron–client relations increasingly take the form of brokerage
and mediation between clients in their dealings with government and the
market (Powell, 1970; Lemarchand, 1981; Kurer, 1997).

Clientelism has become a key component of the electoral process in
many Third World countries. Political parties are compelled to recruit from
among local patrons and brokers in order to secure the political support
of their clients. The links between leaders and followers in party factions are
therefore highly personalized. Special interests pursue their objectives
through such links with the political authorities. Party leaders offer support
and protection to those who accept and support their leadership. Identity
with a leader will cut across conflicting interests, so that the leaders of fac-
tions have to mediate between the groups who support them. In India, for
example, political parties and notably Congress have had to incorporate
many different kinds of loyalty – those based on caste, landlord–tenant
relations, language, tribe and religion.

Factionalism leads to a segmentary form of party politics. The internal
structures of factions are very much alike and political relations within them
are always transactional, instrumental and dependent. Factionalism is stim-
ulated by the rewards which are accessible to those in political office. Class
interests and conflicts are overlaid by the common interest of patron and
client. Factional conflict is about obtaining a broader basis of followers.
But the outcome of conflict does not change the social structure.

If a leader fails to mediate successfully between different economic inter-
ests within his own faction it may split. If the split runs the length of the
party, factional conflict may lead to a new party being formed. The conflicts
between factions are not ideological. They are conflicts over resources, over
influence at key points in the decision-making structure of party and govern-
ment, and over the ability to gain enough followers to win office so that
patronage can be extended and the size and power of the faction can be
increased. Success breeds success in a system of patronage. Leaders who
win office can be expected to use their powers of patronage to enlarge their
faction, drawing others into their sphere of influence. Leaders can then seek
higher office, greater patronage and an enlarged following. Factional politics
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within parties and patron–client relationships produce a distinctive image for
Third World parties.

A successful party thus has to contain centrifugal forces and contend with
factors that encourage factionalism and undermine party unity, such as caste
or communalism in India (Bjorkman and Mathur, 1996). Another such
factor is the electoral system, as the case of Uruguay demonstrates
(Morgenstern, 2001). Clientelism is only likely to decline in significance
when parties form along ideological lines, mobilizing political support on
the basis of horizontal rather than vertical linkages (e.g. class rather than
kinship). The significance of clientelism in politics is also reduced by the
bureaucratic allocation of public services on the basis of legal entitlements.
The development of a universalistic political culture and institutions of civil
society through which citizens can pursue their individual rights and
entitlements also provide alternatives to clientelism (Roniger, 1994b).

Conclusion

The question of survival of party government and representative politics
leads on to considerations of political stability and democratization. The
‘problem’ of political instability is primarily seen in terms of the demise of
party politics, especially of the competitive type. Not surprisingly the atten-
tion that has been paid to political instability in the Third World has focused
particularly on the supplantment, usually by the military, of a civilian form
of government based on a system of parties. Military intervention, political
stability and the process of democratization are the subjects of later chapters.
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7
Bureaucracy and
Political Power

Introduction

Bureaucracies are important institutions in all political systems. Public
officials cannot be thought of as merely the neutral implementers of the
political decisions of others. In the Third World the bureaucracy has come
to be regarded in some circumstances as the most powerful political institu-
tion. We have already touched upon ways in which the bureaucracy is so
regarded. Theories of the post-colonial state have employed the concept of
a bureaucratic oligarchy, clearly implying that government is in the hands of
the paid officials of the state.

Some indication of the significance of bureaucracy in developing coun-
tries is gained from the scale of public employment. State employment
accounts for a higher percentage of the non-agricultural labour force than in
developed countries. During the 1970s and 1980s the growth rate of public
employment was higher in developing countries (Rowat, 1990). Part of the
explanation for the growth in the size of public bureaucracies in developing
countries lies in the demands that have been made on governments to stim-
ulate development by providing a social and economic infrastructure and
engaging directly in production. After independence, state bureaucracies
were seen as promoters of social and economic change through planned
development programmes (Jain, 1992, p. 15). Even when the ideology has
been predominantly capitalist and free-market, the state has intervened to
support private capital. In the NICs of South East Asia and Latin America,
the state and the bureaucracy have been highly interventionist.

Controlling the bureaucracy is one of the main challenges facing demo-
cratic political leaders. The pre-eminence of senior public officials in Third
World government presents reformist politicians with one of the greatest
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obstacles to change. Dependence on the bureaucracy is an inescapable
feature of political life for incoming politicians, however sound their popu-
lar support and democratic credentials.

Concepts of bureaucracy

One of the problems when studying bureaucracy is that the term carries dif-
ferent connotations for different people. These will appear as we examine
the way in which political science has integrated the study of bureaucracy
into the analysis of Third World politics. A number of different definitions
have been attached to the term. This conceptual ambiguity can, however, be
put to good use. If we remind ourselves what the different meanings of
bureaucracy are, we can explore the full significance of bureaucracy as a
political force in LDCs, a significance which extends well beyond the
implementation of public policy.

‘Bureaucracy’ is sometimes used simply to refer to government adminis-
trative agencies staffed by public servants. It is synonymous with public
administration, consisting of organizations set up as part of the modern state
to carry out the policies of decision-makers. The state needs specialized
institutions for implementing public policy and employs large numbers of
people who make it their career to serve the state in a professional capacity.
The bureaucracy thus refers to the public services and the organizations into
which they are structured. It is a category of governmental personnel and
offices that are filled in a particular way. It tells us no more about the way
those organizations function or about the political power that the bureau-
cracy might exercise either over the formulation of public policies or their
mode and even degree of implementation.

Another meaning of bureaucracy that may be identified, however, identi-
fies a particular kind of organizational structure in which people are recruited
into positions of authority in a special way. This is the classic Weberian con-
cept of bureaucracy. Bureaucracy for Weber was the most advanced form of
human organization that society had devised and the most rational means for
the performance of collective tasks, especially those requiring large-scale
organization. This clearly implies that organizations are not all bureaucratic.
Some may be more bureaucratic than others. Insofar as they are, they have
clearly distinguishable features. They have clear lines of command from one
level of a hierarchy to another. Recruitment to positions or offices within a
bureaucracy will be on the basis of merit demonstrated by the acquisition of
relevant qualifications or success in a competitive entry test. Officials are
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dependent on a salary. They do not own the means of administration. They
cannot take personal possession of a share of any tax revenues that they
might be empowered to collect. Officials are merely paid a salary in return
for their services to the state.

This reinforces the demarcation of official jurisdictions. There is a clear
division of labour within a bureaucratic organization. It is divided into dif-
ferent offices to which attach certain clear-cut powers – regular, stable and
precisely defined authority. This is sometimes represented graphically in an
organigram or organizational chart set out as a pyramid of offices. The offi-
cials occupying such offices have clearly defined powers laid down in
abstract rules. Their authority will be closely prescribed by those rules.
They will be engaged in applying general rules to specific cases. This is a
particular feature of government bureaucracies and especially those bureau-
crats who encounter members of the public on a face-to-face level. They
deal with the public as claimants or people who feel they are entitled to
something that the state has to allocate, and that they fall within the category
that the state has defined as being in need of, and entitled to, some benefit.
The task of the bureaucrat is to make the allocation in a fair, impersonal and
impartial way, treating like cases alike and having regard for nothing other
than the factors that the regulations deem to be relevant. The bureaucrat is
interested in nothing about a claimant other than what the regulations define
as significant for arriving at a decision. If, for example, the official works
for a small farmers development programme which defines entitlement in
terms of size of land-holding, all the official needs to know is how much
land the applicant occupies. All other aspects of the claimant’s life – age,
gender, race, tribe, caste, language, family size, place of origin – are irrele-
vant unless the law brings one or more of them into the calculation.

This brings us to another meaning of bureaucracy and one which most
readily occurs to the ordinary person if they use the term. That is inaccessi-
ble administration, rigid decision-making bound up in ‘red tape’, and insen-
sitivity to personal circumstances and needs as defined by the applicant
rather than the bureaucracy. This is what Robert Merton referred to as the
‘dysfunctional’ or ‘pathological’ traits of bureaucracy. Rational organization
and procedures deteriorate into inefficiency. In particular, ‘strict adherence to
regulations’ induces ‘timidity, conservatism and technicism’ as well as con-
flict with clients (Merton, 1952, p. 367). Bureaucracy becomes an end in
itself and thus self-defeating. It becomes characterized by buck-passing,
red tape, rigidity, inflexibility, excessive impersonality, oversecretiveness,
unwillingness to delegate and reluctance to exercise discretion (Heady,
1959). Such bureaucrats are perceived as being unconcerned with personal
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problems, limiting their attention to narrowly defined circumstances that
rules happen to define as significant. Bureaucrats are caught within a double-
bind. If they do not administer the rules rigidly in order to avoid appearing to
be inflexible and inhuman, they will be accused of abusing their power, exer-
cising too much discretion and moving outside their circumscribed jurisdic-
tion; if they apply the rules rigorously, they will be accused of being
bureaupathological. The bureaucrat treads a difficult path between those two
alternatives.

‘Bureaucracy’ can also mean a form of rule, a category of governmental
system along with democracy or aristocracy. Bureaucracy means govern-
ment by officials rather than government by the people, a single person or a
hereditary class. In many Third World societies that is precisely the kind of
government that is in place, a kind of government that in many ways is very
reminiscent of colonial government, which was also government by
appointed officials, both military and civil. In such regimes, exemplified by
military oligarchies and dictatorships, the bureaucracy is not merely a pow-
erful political force within the political process. Government is virtually
coterminous with the bureaucracy, which may also take on some of the
characteristics of a ruling class as well as a ruling stratum.

The political power of bureaucracy

A major theoretical issue concerns the political power of the bureaucracy
and how this may be conceptualized. Ideological and methodological
choices have been important here. Functionalists and Marxists have both
had distinctive things to say about the bureaucracy in the Third World. What
they chose to focus upon and the way they have interpreted the role of the
bureaucracy has depended very much upon their wider views and theories
of society and the state.

One source of political power is knowledge. In the Third World, bureau-
cracies are often said to monopolise the knowledge and expertise relevant to
government. The concentration of technical, professional and administra-
tive expertise within the bureaucracy is unrivalled. Even when there is
strong parliamentary government and virile political parties and other cen-
tres of political power, and when the bureaucrats have a constitutional role
which only permits them to advise the political executive, they do so from
positions of great influence. In many developing countries there are no
political institutions which can compete with the bureaucracy in terms of a
monopoly of technical and professional expertise. In addition, the majority
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of such professionals have for many years been employed in the public
sector and public services. This again limits the availability of countervail-
ing forces that can present political leaders with alternative plans, policy
advice and techniques of implementation to those put up by government
officials. Development planning has consequently tended to be highly cen-
tralized, technocratic and of the ‘top down’ variety, where the experts at the
top make the decisions about what the masses need in terms of programmes
of development, whether in health care, agriculture, education or other areas
of planned development. This feature of bureaucracy reflects the concept of
a specially recruited group appointed on the basis of merit to produce
rational and efficient methods of working. A system of recruitment that
admits only those that can demonstrate the required level of expertise and
competence is bound to produce organizations which lay politicians find it
difficult to dominate.

Bureaucratic power also arises from dependency. Effective administra-
tion is a necessary if not sufficient condition for planned change in devel-
oping countries (Abernethy, 1971, p. 94). Insofar as the state has been at the
forefront of planning change in economy and society through programmes
of investment, education, family planning, nutrition, sanitation and the like,
it has been dependent for the success of those plans upon a powerful and
effective administration. It is one thing for a government to legislate on, say,
land reform. The subsequent implementation requires thousands of land-
titles to be registered, compensations to be settled and paid, and disputes to
be processed and adjudicated upon. Without officialdom, nothing is imple-
mented. What the politicians might win through electoral support or force
of arms has to be consolidated by administrative proceedings and by
the multitude of development programmes formulated by governments in
the Third World.

A third source of bureaucratic power, recognised long ago by Max
Weber, is the social esteem and status enjoyed by senior bureaucrats. This
may originate from a number of different sources – the public’s acknowl-
edgement of the impartiality of the public service, or of its professional
expertise; and the legacy of colonialism when, particularly in the rural
areas, officials stood at the apex of the power structure and when the post-
colonial officials inherited the posts, pay scales and perks of the colonial
expatriates, so inheriting the same prestige and status in the community.
When also there are few other opportunities for educated people to find
employment, posts in the public service become the goal of the technocratic
élite. For many years the private sector could not offer the opportunities
which government service could and still does in many societies of the

160 Understanding Third World Politics



Third World. Even egalitarian ideology is no match for the bureaucrat’s
drive for prestige and status.

Employment in the national government also offers the tempting possibil-
ity of secondment to an international bureaucracy of a UN agency such as the
FAO, UNDP or WHO, with the World Bank, the IMF or even a regional
organization such as the OAS or the ECLA. The universal values that are dis-
seminated through such movements and contacts further enhance the élite
status of bureaucrats in their own countries. This may lead to a bureaucracy
which performs a kind of hegemonic role disseminating an ideology and a
particular view of the state and its role in development. In the functionalist
literature this has been especially identified as aimed at national integration
through the enunciation of universalistic, Westernised and modern values.
Bureaucrats were identified as pulling countries along the path to progress.
They not only influence the policy choices of governments but also the way
people outside government perceive the role of the state in development.

A fourth factor was alluded to in the earlier discussion of the post-colonial
state. This is the relative power of the bureaucracy as a political institution
vis-à-vis others (Wallis, 1989, pp. 24–30). This perception is common to
both Marxist and functionalist political science. The functionalist position
was first put most persuasively by Riggs (1963). A very similar line of argu-
ment appears in Alavi’s neo-Marxist analysis of Pakistan and Bangladesh.
Both schools of thought emphasize that one colonial legacy was the retarded
development of political institutions that might have held the bureaucracy
accountable. Colonialism developed bureaucracies at the expense of other
institutions. It was more interested in the power of officials in relation to
society than in the power of representative assemblies, political parties, pres-
sure groups and other organizations representative of different sections of
society and expected to evolve into institutions capable of controlling the
bureaucratic apparatus of the state.

Colonialism left behind a well-organized bureaucracy which new govern-
ments had to staff with their own people, often in the context of a great short-
age of qualified indigenous manpower. Crash programmes of training were
launched to produce people capable of replacing the expatriates who were not
invited to stay on and assist the newly independent governments to function.
New states thus inherited bureaucracies that were prestigious, well organized
and with a strong sense of corporate identity, and other political institutions
lacking the same power and legitimacy. As party organizations became
stronger, this situation changed. As mass parties threw up leaders not depend-
ent upon the bureaucracy but on mass support at elections, and the longer that
parliamentary institutions had to establish themselves, the stronger techniques
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for controlling the bureaucracy grew. The more that groups outside the state,
in business, agriculture, the labour movement, and the professions developed
and produced their own organizations, the more the bureaucracy was further
held accountable to other groups of policy-makers.

However, the political power of the bureaucracy is not necessarily
matched by administrative competence. It frequently has to work with inad-
equate information, particularly statistical. The fact that it monopolizes
policy-relevant knowledge does not mean that it will have the quantity of
skilled manpower for the tasks allotted to it. It may be reluctant for political
reasons to complete projects started under the preceding political leadership
(Milne, 1972). Riggs argued long ago that the greater the political power of
the bureaucracy, the weaker the incentives for effective administration and
the more ineffectual the bureaucracy. He also claimed that efficiency varied
inversely with the weight of bureaucratic power, largely as a result of the
imbalance between bureaucracies and other political institutions and the
consequent preoccupation among bureaucrats with furthering their bureau-
cratic interests rather than serving political masters (Riggs, 1964). The
administrative capacity of Third World states is of current concern to inter-
national agencies such as the World Bank which are trying to redefine
the role of the state in economic and social development.

Riggs also found historical and contemporary evidence to support the
conclusion that bureaucratic power and expansion had adverse conse-
quences for the development of political systems. The merit system, repre-
sented most strongly by bureaucratic recruitment methods, undermines one
of the strongest supports of an emergent party system, namely the ‘spoils’
of office. Bureaucratic centralism and control of local governments weaken
the educative effects of political participation. The bureaucratic mobiliza-
tion of interest groups weakens centres of autonomous political pressure.
Parliamentary legislative institutions cannot thrive on a foundation of weak
parties, pressure groups and popular participation. Bureaucracies rather
than parliaments control revenue raising, expenditure and policy initiatives.
Bureaucratic ‘formalism’, whereby laws are enacted but not implemented,
further undermines representative institutions. The judicial system, lacking
popular support, can be exploited by the bureaucracy to assist its abuse of
power. Riggs concluded that ‘too rapid expansion of the bureaucracy when
the political system lags behind tends to inhibit the development of effective
politics … separate political institutions have a better chance to grow if
bureaucratic institutions are relatively weak’ (1963, p. 126).

The bureaucracy can positively discourage the development of institutions
which can ensure accountability and function as alternative policy-making
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bodies. The development process of different political institutions such as
bureaucracies and parties are not separate and unrelated. In effect the bureau-
cracy has been known to create political vacuums for it to fill itself (Heeger,
1973, pp. 605–6).

The functionalists conceptualized this institutional imbalance as ‘multi-
functionality’, arguing that in transitional societies political structures have
not become as specialized as they would ultimately when society had
become fully modern (Smith, B. C., 1988, ch. 8). The functionalist idea of
political modernity included a bureaucracy fully specialized in rule applica-
tion. In advanced societies as defined by the functionalists, power resides
with the people and public servants are there to give advice and obey orders.
Transitional society has political structures that have not become fully
specialized, but are multifunctional. It becomes logically possible for
bureaucratic structures to perform all the input and output functions of the
political system and be as much concerned with the function of rule-making
as rule-application (Almond, 1960, p. 17). However, there was always
difficulty in fitting the behaviour of Third World bureaucrats into the func-
tionalist taxonomy (Smith, B. C., 1988, p. 120).

Marxist social theorists have adopted a different approach to bureaucratic
overdevelopment. A study of Mali found a ‘crisis of colonialism’ which had
brought about independence before any viable political structures other than
the bureaucracy had had a chance to develop (Meillasoux, 1970). Alavi’s
analysis of Pakistan and Bangladesh also refers to the overdevelopment of the
bureaucracy relative to other political institutions. Once freed from direct met-
ropolitan control, this oligarchy was able to extend its dominant power in soci-
ety, assume a new economic role, proliferate bureaucratic controls and public
agencies, manipulate the façade of parliamentary government, and eventually
even seize power from the democratic regime. Experience elsewhere indicated
the need for qualifications to this depiction of the bureaucracy. In Kenya, for
example, the bureaucracy was divided into different branches and strata. Civil
servants did not always have identical interests to the managers of state-owned
enterprises and the latter were ‘especially exposed to the bourgeois values
embodied in the technology, management practices, “efficiency” ideology, etc.
of the firms they take over’. Career bureaucrats also needed to be distinguished
from party officials inserted into the civil administration, particularly in terms
of their respective class linkages (Leys, 1976, p. 44).

Other authorities have qualified the post-colonial model by seeing it as a
passing phase and one that in some Third World societies has been left
behind – notably in India, where the colonial administration was overdevel-
oped and had enormous prestige supported by a complex ideology of racial
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superiority, paternalism, and tolerance of indigenous institutions deemed to
be compatible with metropolitan interests. But after independence a fairly
well established Indian middle class increasingly articulated its interests
through the formal institutions of political democracy. Arguing from the
basis of a case-study of the Kosi Development Region of north-east Bihar,
Wood shows that administrative behaviour in post-colonial India had
become increasingly bureaucratic and instrumental ‘as a response to the
emergence of legislatures, political parties, and new forms of class differen-
tiation which together have functioned to undermine the autonomy of the
state administrative apparatus’ (Wood, G. D., 1977, p. 307). In particular,
a class of capitalist farmers had emerged as dominant in the formation of
agrarian policies. The establishment of democratic institutions meant a loss
of authority, power and status for the bureaucracy. When class interests
sought to oppose reforms by undermining administrative authority, the
bureaucracy retreated into ideologies of professionalism, instrumentalism
and neutrality.

Bureaucratic stability, or the continuity of the bureaucratic élite com-
pared with other political élites, is another source of power. Governments
come and go, coups bring about changes of regime, but the bureaucracy
remains. Other élites come to be dependent on it: ‘it seldom occurs to the
men leading a coup to throw the administrators out’ (Abernethy, 1971,
p. 95). In the case of Pakistan, it seems that the bureaucracy has been in con-
trol from the very inception of ‘military’ rule (Alavi, 1990, pp. 48–9). Under
conditions of political instability the continuity of the bureaucracy enhances
its power. It is impossible to dispense with it as an institution and often
extremely difficult to replace its personnel with those who have the ideo-
logical commitment needed by the leaders of a new government or regime,
especially if administrative expertise is monopolized by the old guard.

Bureaucracy and access

Bureaucratic power is also related to the administrative allocation of scarce
state resources to meet politically defined needs among different sections of
the population – for income support, employment, land, agricultural inputs,
food, health care, education, credit, shelter and other public provision that
has to be bureaucratically administered.

If we reconsider the different meanings attached to bureaucracy, and in
particular bureaucracy as a certain kind of rationality, we find that in the
context of the bureaucratic allocation of scarce resources rationality takes
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on a special political significance. High levels of need, particularly among
the poorer sections of society but also among other sections, such as private
capital, mean that the bureaucracy has to allocate scarce resources accord-
ing to politically determined categories of need. The market is not left to
make such allocations, it is done through official action.

The needs of poor people are not being met by the market because they
do not have the resources to create an effective demand. If the lower strata
of society are deemed to be in need – of an income, work, land, health care,
agricultural inputs, food, education and so on – it is because they are unable
to acquire through the market what is required to maintain life at a certain
officially designated standard. If the policy-makers define need in terms of
income, for example, steps may be taken to create jobs such as a public
works programme into which will be recruited labour from a target group
whose need has been officially identified and which the public intervention
has been set up to meet. Or the need may be identified as land so that peo-
ple can support themselves. The policy might then be a land-reform pro-
gramme which allocates land to the landless or to increase the size of
uneconomic holdings by means of official rules determining eligibility. The
need might be for shelter which cannot be demanded in the private housing
sector. Similarly the private market for education may be beyond the reach
of certain categories of people who are politically defined as ‘needing’ edu-
cational provision. Health care is in a similar category. The ways in which
development planners identify the needs of different people are extremely
numerous. Particular categories of agricultural or industrial producers
might be identified as having a need for inputs which should increase levels
of productivity. A potentially productive group may be unable to obtain
credit in the financial markets because of the lack of secure collateral or
ability to repay at the market rate of interest, so the state provides loans at a
subsidized rate. The need for increased productivity may be seen in terms of
physical inputs such as fertilizer, seeds or equipment, which again will be
allocated by the state.

A wide range of state interventions aimed at particular groups of benefi-
ciaries is virtually synonymous with development planning in many parts of
the Third World. Those state interventions should be managed bureaucrati-
cally by officials acting according to the Weberian model of public service.
Rules and regulations will be applied to specific cases. Entitlements to
public benefits are created for specified groups. According to bureaucratic
theory the intended beneficiaries will be able to identify themselves as such,
will be informed of their newly defined rights under a governmental pro-
gramme and will be able to comprehend the way bureaucratic organizations
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arrive at final decisions in individual cases. Officials correspondingly
behave according to norms which structure the decision-making process,
seeking relevant information to test whether specified conditions have been
met. The conditions may be numerous and complex. Nevertheless, a claim
can still be systematically examined to see whether a claimant falls into the
category of eligibility or not (Smith, B. C., 1986).

For many people there is no problem in understanding the way public
organizations plan such expenditure and interventions, and the way they
make decisions about its allocation. There may be political interference
with the process of administrative allocation, leading to deviation from the
bureaucratic norm. Allocations may then not be made impartially and
according to the rules. It is a highly politicized process, but for the more
Westernized and educated sections of society the processes of decision-
making are comprehensible. However, for other sections of society in poor,
agricultural economies that are in the process of change, bureaucratic meth-
ods of decision-making are difficult to adjust to.

In a peasant community such bureaucratization may appear very alien.
This is not because people lack intelligence, are irrational or are too back-
ward. It is because bureaucratic rationality does not coincide with peasant
rationality. The behaviour of the bureaucrat, who can only deal with infor-
mation that is relevant to the case that falls within his jurisdiction, may
appear very strange in the context of rural society in many parts of the
world. To dismiss information about a person’s current situation as irrele-
vant is difficult for a person to accept when they are part of a community in
which aspects of different lives interact. People do not see themselves as
standing in a single-stranded relationship with others, but in multi-stranded
relationships (Wood, G. D., 1977). A money-lender rather than an agricul-
ture extension officer may be approached for credit, but the relationship
with the money-lender will be very different from that with a government
official. The multi-stranded relationships of peasant communities combine
debt, kinship, tenancy, employment, reciprocity, political factionalism, and
patronage. A bureaucrat treating like cases alike and concerning himself
exclusively with officially selected aspects of an individual’s circumstances
is using a peculiarly Westernized form of rationality that rich and educated
farmers in the community may be able to appreciate and co-operate with.
But poor, illiterate, uneducated and dependent members of the community,
at whom the programmes of public expenditure may have been specifically
and deliberately targeted, may find the process difficult to adapt to.
A bureaucrat cannot be approached in a multi-stranded way. Other aspects
of an individual’s economic and family circumstances which are currently
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all-pervading will be defined as irrelevant to the bureaucrat. Needs will have
been defined in terms of officially selected attributes of a person’s exis-
tence. The claimant, on the other hand, will not want to present a case. He
will want to present a story about the integrated parts of his whole existence.

Bureaucrats perhaps should not be surprised to discover that their pro-
grammes do not have the impact which the policy-makers hoped for.
Resources provided by officialdom are often used to satisfy what the bene-
ficiaries regard as more pressing needs (Wood, G. D., 1977). Nor should
they be surprised that the intended beneficiaries do not come forward and
claim their rights. Entering a government programme may be risky if it
involves disengaging from the traditional obligations of the community. If
the bureaucratic allocation fails to work as intended and if one has removed
oneself from the local community and no longer seeks the protection, assis-
tance and reciprocity of local relationships, the consequences could be dis-
astrous. A position of dependency and even exploitation may be preferred
to the position of recipient of a state programme.

Pressures on officials, including corruption, may mean that the resources to
be allocated are not received by the target group but instead find their way to
other destinations. Administrative officials may to a certain extent be at the
mercy of political pressures to benefit local élites at the expense of target
groups identified by government programmes. Bureaucrats need to be able to
demonstrate success. They can use their discretion to allocate resources to
those who can produce the results, say in terms of agricultural output, that can
be translated into the levels of administrative performance that will satisfy
superiors: for example, farmers who have experience of modern agricultural
techniques and commercial transactions. Since it is the capitalistic, rationally
economic, literate and market-oriented farmer who corresponds to the model
of behaviour on which bureaucratically administered programmes are predi-
cated, such programmes will inevitably favour him rather than the survival-
oriented, indebted, dependent, marginal and vulnerable poor peasant. In this
way bias is introduced into much development planning that directs state
interventions at particular groups of beneficiaries (Wood, 1977, 1984b).

A ruling class

It has also been claimed that bureaucracies are more than just political insti-
tutions. They have developed as a new kind of class, and a ruling class at
that. There are a number of reasons why this conclusion has been reached
for some Third World states.
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First, some developing countries have had what has been called a bureau-
cratic mode of production. The bureaucracy controls and manages the means
of production through the state. It provides the necessary organization. It pro-
liferates opportunities for bureaucratic careers by the creation of public bod-
ies needing public managers – marketing boards, development corporations
and other parastatal organizations and their subsidiaries (Hirschmann, 1981).
It articulates an ideology of state ownership and planning. It organizes the
means of its own reproduction by passing on to the offspring of bureaucrats
disproportionately advantageous opportunities to obtain the qualifications
needed for entry into bureaucratic occupations and therefore the new class.

For example, the post-independence bureaucracy in Mali used its access to
political power to acquire some of the characteristics of a social class. It con-
trolled the infrastructure of the economy and the means of repression, using
them to maintain its dominance, particularly in its conflict with weak indige-
nous social classes, notably the landed aristocracy and the petty-bourgeois
class of traders. Above all it created a nationalized sector of the economy
which under the label of socialism enabled the economy to be brought under
bureaucratic control.

Tanzania is another case. The ideology of African Socialism justified public
ownership and bureaucratic management and direction of, at the very least, the
commanding heights of the economy. The state controlled most of the eco-
nomic surplus created rather than leaving it to be privately appropriated.
Surplus extraction was through state institutions. The bureaucracy thus acted in
relation to the means of production in a way analogous to a property-owning
ruling class. The bureaucracy not only managed the means of production
through state-owned enterprises, but also controlled the different prices of the
factors of production to ensure that direct producers generated a surplus which
the bureaucracy then accumulated and deployed. Removing the rights of work-
ers to strike, initiating government controls of the trade unions, imposing statu-
tory wage ceilings, engaging in manpower planning, taking control of
agricultural marketing, and controlling the prices paid to agricultural produc-
ers, were all part of the bureaucracy’s control over the means of production and
the surplus created. The weak social classes allowed a ‘ruling clique’ to
become a ‘bureaucratic bourgeoisie’ consisting of ministers, senior civil
servants, high military and police officers and high-level party bureaucrats.
This ‘bureaucratic bourgeoisie’ developed from being essentially politico-
administrative with a regulative role in the economy to being, after the Arusha
Declaration, the ‘dominant actors in the economy’: ‘political power and con-
trol over property now came to rest in the same class’ (Shivji, 1976, p. 85).

Secondly, the expertise which the bureaucracy has can be seen as another
factor of production, in addition to land, labour and capital. The bureaucracy
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supplies the organizations necessary and the managerial, scientific and tech-
nical knowledge required. It takes over that legacy of colonialism in which
the bureaucracy dominated embryonic indigenous classes. The bureaucracy
monopolizes organization and all its attributes necessary for the management
of the economy. It articulates an ideology in support of this. Any mode of
production requires a set of ideas to justify control of the surplus by the rul-
ing element in society. In Tanzania the ideology has been African Socialism
(Stein, 1985), but different brands of socialism have been articulated by
leaders in other parts of the Third World: Mali’s version of socialism has
similarly acted as a justification for state-directed development.

There are, then, bureaucratic features which have been taken to be signs of
the emergence of a new kind of ruling class. The fact that ownership resides
with society and not the bureaucracy is taken to be a legalistic fiction.
Control is what matters, as indeed has been said about capitalism – that the
managers not the owners of corporate assets are the power-holders. In addi-
tion there is the ability to restrict access to the bureaucratic stratum from out-
side by increasingly supplying new recruits from bureaucratic families. This
is assisted by the accumulation of personal wealth made possible by a career
in the bureaucracy. Hirschmann describes how the salaries enjoyed by the
upper ranks in many African states, their easy access to credit, and their con-
trol over permits, licences and tenders have enabled them to acquire urban
and rural real estate and business ventures (Hirschmann, 1981).

However, the class interests of the state bureaucracy will not necessarily
be an indication of the class character of the state. The dominant class in
African society in the 1970s was the foreign bourgeoisie. Any class interests
which the personnel of the state might have had was only reflected in state
policy in a secondary way (Leys, 1976). Senior members of the bureaucracy
might be able to embourgeoise themselves through the opportunities to
acquire property made available by their official positions, siphoning off
‘a large part of the economic surplus that is generated in society to accumu-
late wealth for themselves’ (Alavi, 1990, p. 23) and even enjoy substantial
social mobility for themselves and their families as a result, but this alone
does not amount to evidence of the emergence of a new class structure.

Reducing bureaucracy

The role of bureaucracies in the politics of developing countries is increas-
ingly affected by the principles of economic liberalization and New Public
Management (NPM). Under conditionalities imposed by multilateral agen-
cies such as the World Bank, the IMF, UNDP and the Asian Development
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Bank, and with the support of powerful bilateral donors such as the USA’s
Agency for International Development, some Third World governments
have been obliged to undergo structural adjustment programmes. Others,
such as China and Thailand, have embraced such reforms autonomously
(Worthley and Tsao, 1999; Bowornwathana, 2000).

These have included reducing the size of the public sector through the
privatization of state-owned enterprises. The same international agencies
have also required and supported administrative reforms according to the
principles of NPM. The results of these policies for the role of bureaucracies
in the politics of Third World states have been mixed, and by no means all
in the direction of securing greater democratic control over public officials
(Turner and Hulme, 1997, pp. 229–36; Hughes, 1998, ch. 10).

On the face of it a programme of privatization would seem inevitably to
reduce the power of bureaucrats simply by taking the production of goods and
services out of their hands and selling them off to the private sector. There is
then much less for bureaucrats to manage. However, no sooner had Third
World states been instructed to privatize than they were advised to regulate.
As part of its discovery that the state must after all play a central role in devel-
oping its country the World Bank revealed that ‘governments are learning that
market reforms and fast-changing technology pose their own regulatory chal-
lenges. States cannot abandon regulation’ (World Bank, 1997, p. 61).

Depending on local administrative capabilities, states need officials to
enforce rules that support competitive markets, protect the environment,
foster industrial innovation, prevent the abuse of monopoly powers,
enlighten consumers and workers (e.g. about health and safety risks in pro-
duction or consumption), safeguard the health of the financial system (e.g.
by regulating banking), and protect savers and borrowers from ‘information
asymmetry’. Regulation has to be performed by public administrators, and
regulators need discretionary power to respond flexibly to changing cir-
cumstances. Once again the public interest and welfare are heavily depend-
ent upon the competence and integrity of public officials.

The NPM approach to administrative reform also has among its aims a
reduction in the size of the bureaucracy. A central requirement of NPM is to
make grater use of the private sector by contracting out to private firms
activities that were once performed ‘in-house’, in the expectation that com-
petition will ensure reduced costs and therefore greater efficiency in the
achievement of public goals. Governments would be more concerned with
‘enabling’ the supply of services than with their direct production.

Other principles of NPM, however, point to an increase in the autonomy
and therefore power of public officials in both their enabling and service
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providing roles. It is recommended that new public managers should be
given greater discretion to use the resources at their disposal. While they
may be judged against performance standards that have been made more
explicit and quantifiable than in the past, their accountability to political
leaders would be weakened. Furthermore, the constraints of the public
service ethic would be abandoned in favour of private sector management
techniques and practices, particularly in relation to personnel management.
NPM also discards the unrealistic distinction between politics and adminis-
tration, acknowledging that public managers will inevitably decide on
policy issues of political significance.

While there are obvious public benefits to be derived from any greater
efficiency and effectiveness in the provision of public services and func-
tions achieved by the employment of better managers, an emphasis on
achievements rather than budgetary inputs, the use of effective incentives
within public bodies, and greater concern for the economical use of public
resources, it is far less obvious that such reforms weaken the power of offi-
cials vis-à-vis political leaders. Public officials become more like the equals
of politicians than their servants. The requirement under NPM that officials
be responsive to the needs of their clients actually increases their political
power by acknowledging their right to decide what needs to meet and how
to meet them. They will not be responding to sovereign consumers in the
manner of competing private forms.

Under NPM the actions of public officials may become more transparent,
making it easier for the public to judge the wisdom of government policies.
But the politicians’ control of their bureaucrats will have been weakened. It
is by no means clear that administrative reforms inspired by NPM will
ensure as much accountability of public officials to elected representatives
as more traditional methods of public administration, especially under
Third World conditions where legislatures are weak and client groups
poorly organized.

The practice of the new dogma in public management also affects the bal-
ance of power within civil society. Redefining the citizen as ‘customer’ or
‘client’ – an approach adopted by many countries in Asia, Africa and Latin
America – implies a monetary transaction and exchange rather than a
public duty to provide a service to those entitled to receive it. Charging for
services makes essential services such as education and health care less
affordable to low income groups. Divestment and ‘downsizing’ of public
services and social expenditure reduces the capacity of the state to serve the
basic needs of citizens for health, education, and shelter, services which are
critical to the living standards of the poor (Haque, 1999).
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Partnerships with the private sector give corporate élites a privileged
relationship to bureaucrats compared with those sections of society depend-
ent on public services financed through taxation. The loss of a ‘democratic
tradition of ethical standards’ requiring accountability, the representation of
minorities and women, impartiality and responsiveness in favour of market
values, productivity, competition and profitability means that ‘the norma-
tive criteria or rationales for public policies and administrative decisions are
likely to be based on market driven criteria rather than the opinions and
expectations of citizens’. The role of bureaucracy as the facilitator, regula-
tor and co-ordinator of private sector contractors makes it more difficult to
create a culture of public service in the public interest (Haque, 1999).

Conclusion

Bureaucracy as a form of government stands in stark contrast to the concept
of a neutral administrative instrument. The former rests on a perception of
bureaucracy as being able to exercise power in its own right, either relative
to other political institutions of parliamentary democracy or party govern-
ment, or as a consequence of having usurped them in alliance with the mil-
itary, or as having emerged as a new kind of politically and economically
dominant class. The latter model must form part of the democratization
process that is currently underway in many Third World countries. To
secure bureaucracy’s place in a democratic regime requires institutions
capable of ensuring recruitment on the basis of merit rather than patronage,
nepotism or corruption; transparency in the administration of public policy,
and accountability for maladministration and incompetence. Most develop-
ing countries are still a long way from enjoying effective scrutiny of bureau-
cracy by legislatures, courts and civil society, and are under pressure for the
international development community to reform in ways which are unlikely
to redress the imbalance in political power.
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8
Military Intervention in
Politics

Introduction

Direct military intervention in the politics of Third World countries has been
a depressingly regular occurrence since the high-water mark of post-war
independence. Between 1960 and 1980 three-quarters of Latin American
states experienced coups, as did half of the Third World Asian states
and over half of the African states (Clapham, 1985, p. 137; see also Woddis,
1977, pp. 7–10). The 1980s saw the trend continue strongly. Not a
year passed without there being a coup or an attempted coup in some part of
the Third World (World Bank, 1991, p. 128). Despite the wave of democra-
tization in the 1990s there have been coups or attempted coups in Chad
(1990), Togo (1991), Peru, Sierra Leone, Venezuela and Haiti (1992),
Guatemala and Nigeria (1993), Gambia (1994), Pakistan (1999) and
Venezuela (2001).

In the independence era expectations were very different (Wells, 1974;
Charlton, 1981). Military intervention in politics, including the coup d’état,
was nothing new in historical terms, but that it should became such a remark-
ably common occurrence in Third World states surprised and dismayed
many national politicians and outside observers, including Western social
scientists who had shared the view that the military was unlikely to be
a threat to civilian regimes. In the late 1950s and early 1960s many social
scientists were fairly confident that though the military might be a problem
in Latin America conditions were so different in other regions of the
world, including Africa, that it was unlikely to be so there. It was widely
believed that there was little chance in the newly independent states of the
world that the military would play other than a constitutional role in politics.
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The organization of the military and the circumstances in those countries
were not such that it need be feared that the military would perform any other
role than that of professional servants of the state. Yet no sooner had the com-
placency been expressed than events were to prove such optimistic predic-
tions false. In one African state after another civilian government succumbed
to the military, and in other parts of the Third World military support became
a necessary condition of regime survival even if the military did not take over
complete and direct power.

The question as to why the military became the political force that it did
in so many newly independent African and Latin American countries and
remained a dominant force in Latin America, despite longer histories of
independence and higher levels of economic development, is of more
than just academic interest. With fragile democracies being created in all
regions of the Third World, sometimes following prolonged periods of
military rule, it becomes of paramount importance to understand the
conditions which relate to military intervention and therefore threaten the
consolidation of democracy. Attention has focused in particular on the coup
d’état and how, often with apparent ease (First, 1972, pp. 4–6), the
military is able to supplant civilian regimes. This is the problem with which
this chapter is concerned in order to establish when a threat to a new
democracy might emerge and what conditions are necessary to increase the
likelihood that the armed forces will remain loyal to civilian political
leadership and amenable to its direction. It does not deal with what kind of
government the military is capable of providing a Third World country
with, once it has taken control by force (an important theoretical frame-
work for the analysis of this question is to be found in Clapham and
Philip, 1985).

No single explanation has achieved total acceptance, as might be
expected with such a complex phenomenon occurring in such widely dif-
fering societies (Dowse, 1969, p. 217). Many of the explanations produced
of military intervention have dwelt more on why the preceding civilian
regimes were so fragile and unstable, almost taking it for granted that if a
civilian regime collapses in less developed societies the military will
inevitably be the successor. In the context of underdevelopment this is not
an altogether unwarranted assumption. In some circumstances of political
instability the military has represented ‘the only effectively organised ele-
ment capable of competing for political power and formulating public pol-
icy’ (Pye, 1966, p. 283; see also O’Kane, 1981). Other explanations,
however, have looked at the political advantages which the military enjoy
under such conditions.
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Explaining military intervention

Much of the research that has been done on the military in Third World poli-
tics has been from a macro and quantitative standpoint. Here the literature is
based on statistical analysis of a large number of countries which are ranked
by variables that measure levels of instability or military intervention. These
are then correlated with socio-economic factors that seem likely to have
explanatory value. A good example of the genre is Wells’ study of 31 coun-
tries in Sub-Saharan Africa in 1970. Wells related, through multivariate analy-
sis, social and economic variables to military coups in order to explain why
some African countries had experienced them and others had not. Population
size and growth rate, urbanization, literacy, mass-media availability, GNP per
capita, economic growth rate and measures of ‘centrality’ (the geographical
concentration of political and economic life) were taken as relevant indicators
of social and economic conditions that might be thought a priori to be related
to the likelihood of military intervention. Indicators of the size of the military
and police force, and of defence expenditure, were used to establish the sig-
nificance of organizational characteristics in military intervention. The level
of loans from the USA was taken as indicative of external influence on vul-
nerability to the coup d’état. The results were disappointingly inconclusive.
Even combining all the independent variables only explained 56 per cent of
the variation in coup activity. The final explanatory model produced owed
more to case studies than statistical analysis (Wells, 1974).

This is fairly typical of the problems that are encountered when making
quantitative statistical analyses to explain and predict military coups
(Dowse, 1969, pp. 217–22; Jackman, 1986; Johnson et al., 1986; O’Kane,
1986). First there is the question of which states should be included in the
analysis. Were colonies ‘states’? Should they have been included in the pop-
ulations at risk from military intervention as they have been in some analy-
ses? Statistical explanations require the rule of ceteris paribus to be
satisfied, so the cases compared have to have things other than military
intervention equal. With nation-states ‘other things’ are hardly ever ‘equal’.
Grouping together ‘Black African states’, for example, could be said to pro-
duce heterogeneity rather than homogeneity. Aggregating a meaningfully
comparable collection of countries produces problems, the solutions to
which do not repay the effort put into finding them.

The second source of doubt about such analysis is how far the specific
measurable variables chosen represent dependent and independent factors
such as social mobilization, characteristics of the military itself, degrees
of political development, international economic dependence and so on.
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For example, how well do ‘voter turnout’ or ‘degree of multi-partyism’ rep-
resent ‘political development’ as an independent variable? How satisfactory
is the total of US loans and credit in a single year as an indicator of the
external influences that might encourage a military take-over? The weak
conceptual foundation of much multivariate analysis can result in unjustifi-
able conclusions being drawn from the statistical results.

Thirdly, measures used as dependent and independent variables should
cover the same time periods, otherwise temporal variation introduces prob-
lems of ‘simultaneity bias’. How, for example, can it reasonably be claimed
that ‘party fractionalization’ in 1975 caused coups starting fifteen years
earlier, especially when the military commonly banish political parties and
therefore determine themselves the level of pluralism (or ‘fractionalization’)
in the political system?

Fourthly, there are tautological pitfalls that await the quantitative analyst,
when some part of what is to be explained is contained within the definition
of the explicandum (the explanatory or independent variable). An example is
when ‘increased military expenditure’ is used as an independent variable but
has resulted from military domination of the state, the dependent variable
that is to be explained by expenditure on the military. The same problem is
found in the attempt discussed later to explain military coups by reference to
the level of the political culture in a society, when political culture is defined
by reference to a lack of consensus, evidence for which is found in the fail-
ure of the civilian system to withstand military supplantment.

The use of doubtful indicators of the variables under consideration and the
unwillingness of researchers to replicate each others’ methods in different
regions undoubtedly account, along with the problems of correlational analy-
sis already mentioned, for the widespread dissatisfaction with this mode of
analysis. However, it would be wrong to be too dismissive, either on the
grounds that there are no identifiable patterns of military intervention – that it
is totally random – or that statistical comparisons and correlations force the use
of indicators of political, social and economic development that are of doubt-
ful validity. Quantitative analysis generate interesting hypotheses. The fact
that so far they have produced nothing more conclusive and leave us still need-
ing a convincing theory – and are probably incapable of meeting these needs –
possibly explains some of the frustration and irritation which they engender.

Forms of intervention

The main focus of academic interest has been supplantment – the act of tak-
ing political control by force and replacing civilian institutions with military
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leadership forming a self-appointed junta with absolute power unconstrained
by any civilian political institutions. Government is then by decree.
Constitutional niceties such as parliamentary procedures, popular consent, or
political representation are ignored, because elected assemblies are dissolved
immediately upon taking power, elections are suspended, and political par-
ties are abolished. Some constitutional principles might be observed if it is
judged necessary to obtain a modicum of legitimacy, such as leaving the
judiciary intact, with the power to declare on the legality of some adminis-
trative decisions. But supplantment may be defined as the substitution of
a civilian regime by a military one by means of armed coercion.

This is by no means the only role which the military can perform. It is an
important organized interest or pressure group in all states. It is one of the
best endowed organizations in terms of access to the state apparatus. The
military leadership is always incorporated into the machinery of govern-
ment through various consultative and executive arrangements such as
defence councils, advisory committees, and the close working relationships
between top political, bureaucratic and military personnel. In no system of
government should the political importance of the military be underesti-
mated. A key questions about the military in politics is how far it has values
that extend beyond decisions about how best to defend a country and wage
war, to those which express not only a corporate interest in good pay, good
conditions, and the highest level of weapons technology but also a sense of
how society should be organized.

Furthermore, in its normal constitutional role the military is very difficult
to subject to democratic control and accountability because it is so easy for
it to surround itself with secrecy and so avoid parliamentary and other forms
of scrutiny. This secrecy commonly extends far beyond what it is necessary
to keep from potential or actual foreign aggressors, to include detailed
financing of expensive projects for which the taxpayer has to pay.

Another form of intervention is when the military displaces one civilian
regime and replaces it with another. A refusal to act as the instrument of the
government against its opponents is one way in which the military can bring
about a change of government (Woddis, 1977, p. 23). In any revolution con-
trol of the army is a vital factor. This was clearly the case in Iran. Whether
a new regime has control of the army and can use military power against
remnants of the ancien régime is a critical factor determining the outcome
of a period of revolutionary upheaval. Changes of government resulting
from the military switching its allegiance from one group of political lead-
ers to another can also occur and have frequently done so in recent Latin
American history. The military is often the power behind the throne. Clear
examples of this are also found in South East Asia, where in both Indonesia
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and Thailand the military has long been the final arbiter in political conflict.
When military regimes hand back power to civilian politicians, it is often to
people of their own choosing in a constitution of their own design. Military
leaders, including those who have conspired in the past to stage a coup, have
often turned themselves into politicians, creating new political parties, and
competing for political office. Venezuela’s President Chavaz, a ringleader of
the first of two coups in 1992, is a case in point (Baburkin et al., 1999,
p. 153). Civilian politics in developing countries is often a veneer behind
which lies military power that is ready to take full control.

Most military coups fall into one of four categories (Huntington, 1962,
1968). First there is the governmental or guardian coup – for example,
Pakistan in 1999. The military’s role is one of guardianship in the sense that
the new regime leaves the prevailing economic system intact, brings about
little fundamental change in government policy, and bases its right to rule
on the claim that its task is to provide a period of stability before handing
power back to civilians. The leadership of the government is changed, but
not the social or political structure. Perlmutter sees this type of coup as the
result of an ‘arbitrator army’ which accepts the existing social order, creates
no independent political organization, and expresses an intention to return
to barracks once the civilian disputes are settled or an alternative and
acceptable regime is established (Perlmutter, 1971, pp. 315–18).

The veto coup occurs when the military supplants a civilian government
that is committed to radical social and economic reform that will be to the
cost of the wealthier classes in society. Examples are Chile in 1973 and
Haiti in 1991 when the army ousted President Aristide, Haiti’s first demo-
cratically elected President who, because of his liberationist theology and
reformist programme, was idolized by the poor and hated by the rich and
their military allies.

A sub-set of the ‘veto’ coup is the anticipatory veto, when the military
intervene to pre-empt power passing to a revolutionary or radical govern-
ment as distinct from the overthrow of an existing progressive and reformist
government. Ajub Khan’s coup in Pakistan in 1958 may be seen as one to
pre-empt the electoral success of a left-wing party (Woddis, 1977,
pp. 66–8). Similarly in Algeria in 1991, when the Islamic Salvation Front,
with a programme of social change, won twice as many votes as its nearest
rival in the first of two ballots and the military cancelled the second round,
appointed a ‘High State Council’, and embarked on repression of the fun-
damentalist movement. Burma in 1990 is another example. An anticipatory
coup may even be encouraged by the incumbent civilian government if
it fears it is about to lose power through the ballot box. In Zimbabwe
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the government party Zanu-PF indicated it would welcome military inter-
vention if it lost the 2002 general election.

Finally, in a reforming coup the military seeks to change the social order
and place state and society on a new ideological foundation. Perlmutter dis-
tinguishes three sub-types within what he calls the ruler-type praetorian
army which rejects the existing order, challenges its legitimacy and creates
its own political organization to legitimize and maximize military control
over the state: (i) the anti-traditionalist, radical reformer (for example,
Argentina, 1945–55); (ii) the anti-traditionalist, anti-radical reformer (for
example, Nasser’s Egypt); and (iii) the anti-traditional, republican reformer
(for example, Turkey under Ataturk).

This does not mean that the political motives of a country’s armed forces
will necessary fall into one category only. In the 1980s the Venezuelan mili-
tary contained adherents of the Bolivarian Revolutionary Movement, with
radical ideological leaning and which staged a failed coup in 1992. It also
contained a more moderate faction concerned with the corruption and incom-
petence of politicians, but without a radical or ideological agenda, which also
attempted to lead a coup later in the same year (Baburkin et al., 1999).

Social mobility and military intervention

One explanation of military intervention focuses on the destabilizing effects
of social mobility. As societies become more open and fluid, people can use
the opportunities provided by new economic activities and institutions to
change their status in society. Wealth, education and skills confer status on
groups that in traditional society had lacked such opportunities. Social mobi-
lization is followed by political mobilization as the new socio-economic
interests brought into existence as a result of modernization, particularly in
the economy, seek effective means of expression within the political sys-
tem. Such political mobilization will be encouraged by the democratic
milieu and participative ethos of post-colonial society.

The social mobility following the spread of industrialization and its associ-
ated developments in education, urbanization, mass communications and
the commercialization of all sectors of economic life increases the rate of
political participation and mobilization and places intolerable burdens of con-
flict management on civilian regimes. The division of society into more com-
plex groups and structures has to be politically articulated through unions,
voluntary associations, political parties, professional bodies, trade associa-
tions, industrial organizations, and chambers of commerce. These are rarely
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sufficiently developed for the task. Political resources become spread over a
larger number of actors than in traditional societies where a privileged minor-
ity has command of political decision-making. In modern society power
becomes more dispersed, at least in principle if not in practice. Expectations
of a more equal dispersal of power are aroused. This is reflected in the right to
vote and to share in the selection of political leaders. Such participation needs
institutions through which it can operate in a structured and ordered way.
Procedures and organizations have to be created through which political
demands can be expressed effectively and decisions can be made which will
be regarded as legitimate and binding. Processes of government represent the
latter kind of organization. Parties and pressure groups represent the former,
required for people to protect and promote their interests effectively.

The propensity for military intervention will be reduced, the more such
institutionalization occurs (Huntington, 1968; Perlmutter, 1971). The higher
the levels of social mobilization, the higher the levels of political participa-
tion. If this is accompanied by the development of organizations through
which political participation can be channelled, the population will develop
a commitment to their civilian institutions and regime. They will see them as
effective means of obtaining access to power and the resources that follow
from it. The military will not find themselves in an environment conducive to
their intervention, over and above that of a technical and professional élite in
whose hands a major function of the state rests, that of national defence.

There is a related technological argument. Social mobility results from
changes in the level of economic development. This not only increases the
wealth and political significance of a wide range of groups with an interest
in preserving civilian forms of government. It also increases the technolog-
ical complexity of government and puts it beyond the grasp of the military.

A problem with this theory is that it is of too high a level of generality,
trying to provide a framework that can encompass all instances of military
intervention (Dowse, 1969). As soon as one tries to apply it to specific coun-
tries, all sorts of exceptions and variations begin to appear (see, for exam-
ple, Philip, 1984). The hypothesis that rapid social change will lead to
political violence and military intervention has received support from some
comparative studies but not others. For example, Putnam found negligible
correlations between military intervention in Latin America and political
participation and the strength of parties and pressure groups, leading him to
conclude that Huntington was mistaken in thinking that stable civilian rule
depends on strong political institutions. He also found that countries sharing
the same level of economic development were less prone to military inter-
vention if more socially mobilized. If two countries are equal in their levels
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of social mobility and one has had more economic development, it will be
more likely to experience a coup (Putnam, 1967).

Jackman carried out a similar type of analysis, using African data from
1960 to 1975, but came to rather different conclusions: notably that social
mobilization did have a destabilizing effect and that political participation,
when measure by electoral turnout, decreases the probability of coups, sug-
gesting the conclusion that ‘political mobilization in the form of higher lev-
els of mass electoral participation may reflect a higher degree of acceptance
of conventional non-violent processes of élite succession’ (Jackman, 1978,
p. 1274). Johnson et al. (1984) also found party competition, especially
between mass parties with nationwide rather than ethnic or regional sup-
port, to be strong protection against military intervention.

The military and the middle class

Social explanations of military intervention have sometimes had a class
dimension. The more developed the indigenous middle class, the stronger
the political foundation of civilian democracy. The middle class is seen by
modernization theorists as a stabilizing force but one which in the early
stages of development is ‘small, weak, ineffective, divided and therefore
politically impotent’. The economic and political interests of a fragmented
middle class diverge, thereby encouraging ‘praetorianism’ or a potential for
the military to dominate the political system (Perlmutter, 1971, p. 309).

Perlmutter explained the lack of alternatives to the military when social
cohesion breaks down by reference to divisions within all sectors of society,
including the middle class. Praetorianism occurs when the middle class is
too weak to defend democratic civilian institutions. But it can equally hap-
pen when it is large, growing and more cohesive, as in Latin America where
‘military intervention assures the middle class of power if and when they fail
to come to power by electoral means’ (Perlmutter, 1971, p. 309). This is con-
sistent with Huntington’s view that in societies that are too underdeveloped
to have produced a middle class the military will be a radical force (trying to
abolish feudalism), but that when a middle class has developed, the military
will side with it as a conservative force (Huntington, 1968, p. 221; Jackman,
1986, p. 1080). Unfortunately, attempts to prove this quantitatively have
failed, throwing serious doubt on the proposition that the effects of military
government change systematically as countries become wealthier.

It might be assumed that a new middle class will have a vested interest in
civilian government which represents their interests rather than those of the
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classes of the pre-industrial era. Putnam tested this hypothesis with data
from Latin America and found that economic development was correlated
with social mobility and moderately positively correlated with military
intervention. However, the development of a middle-class produced obsta-
cles to military intervention.

An alternative interpretation of the significance of class development is to
see it as a source of fragility in civilian institutions. The key development is
not that there is a new middle class, but that there can be conflict between fac-
tions within the middle class particularly under conditions of dependency and
underdevelopment. Such conflict has often preceded the coups that have been
staged in the Third World. The very category of a ‘guardian’ coup reflects
awareness of this possibility. This may be accounted for by the centrality of
political power to the needs and interests of the middle class in less developed
societies, when capital comes largely from state sources. If sections of the
middle class feel disadvantaged by the operation of the political system, they
may support its overthrow by a military that is allied to their interests.

If the political consensus and ideological foundation of the system are
weak, as was often the case in the immediate post-independence period,
when the remnants of pre-capitalist social relations such as forms of feudal-
ism remained in rural areas, support for modern, democratic, civilian insti-
tutions can be fragile. The rules of politics are not firmly established in such
a context. If one middle-class faction attempts to secure a permanent
monopoly of power and therefore of the limited resources available for the
generation of wealth, there is a strong temptation for other factions to resort
to extra-constitutional means to gain power. This is the classic Bonapartist
scenario where the pure form of bourgeois rule through liberal democratic
institutions is impossible to sustain during crisis, and where other classes
become increasingly difficult to manage and incorporate into the social
order, again because of a weak ideological base.

The ‘crisis of hegemony’ in post-colonial societies to which a form of
Bonapartism responds includes conflicts between tribes and regions as well
as interests founded on pre-capitalist, capitalist and comprador class struc-
tures. Military intervention often represents a way of managing such con-
flict rather than a way of profoundly changing the power structure of
society. In many instances coups just ‘speed the circulation of élites and the
realignment of factions of the ruling classes more often than they bring
about fundamental change in the organization of state power and its alloca-
tion between (rather than within) social classes’ (Luckham, 1991, p. 368).

However, Latin American experience suggests a number of reasons why
the middle class might not feel that its interests are best served by military
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dictatorship. If it is fragmented, the military may deny political power to
newly emerging factions of the bourgeoisie. Repression of the workers may
reduce the profits derived from mass consumption and disrupt production.
The state under the military may encroach upon the private sector. The intel-
lectual element of the bourgeoisie may have a different ideological position
from that of a military dictatorship. Bourgeois politicians resent being
ousted from power, and foreign aid and investment may be dependent on
showing a democratic face to the world (Therborn, 1979, pp. 106–9).

Military intervention is further related to class by providing opportunities
for military embourgeoisement or upward social mobility on the part of the
armed forces themselves. Take, for example, the 1971 coup in Uganda. One
interpretation was that the coup reflected the interests of the army as a
marginalized group subordinate to a post-independence élite based on
Westernized educational attainment and the use of English as a lingua
franca. This excluded the armed forces from élite status because army per-
sonnel operated in the vernacular Swahili. The coup therefore provided an
opportunity for social mobility for an uneducated lumpen militariat. Thus,
without altering the class basis of political power, the coup produced
a realignment of ruling groups and an opportunity for upward mobility for
groups not prominent under the previous civilian regime because they were
drawn from underprivileged sections of society or regions of the country
that had not been a major source of political recruitment for leadership posi-
tions. Other examples from Africa would include the ‘middle belt’ tribes of
Nigeria, and the northerners of Togo. Political power for a minority group,
especially one with an ethnic identity, has often ‘flowed from the barrel of
a gun’ (First, 1972, p. 435; Lloyd, 1973, pp. 167–8).

Embourgeoisement may take an even more literal form when the senior
ranks of the military use their political power after a successful coup to
enrich themselves with wealth and property. Members of the armed forces
can rise from petty-bourgeois status, with social origins among rich peas-
ants, technocrats, intellectuals, state bureaucracy, industrial management
and small-scale private capitalists, into the new bourgeoisie through the
accumulation of wealth from commissions, corruption, land acquisition and
speculation, trade and rents (Woddis, 1977, p. 87).

Economic development and military intervention

An economic explanation of military intervention argues that it is encour-
aged by a lack of economic development. When civilian governments are
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perceived as having failed to modernize the economy via industrialization,
they run the risk of being ousted by frustrated sections of the modernizing
élite that are out of office. Evidence to support this is offered by McGowan
and Johnson, who examined military intervention in Sub-Saharan Africa
between 1956 and 1984, and found that the lower the economic growth and
level of industrial employment, the higher the incidence of military inter-
vention in politics. However, as the authors recognize, causation is unlikely
to run in one direction: the political instability caused by coups hinders eco-
nomic development. ‘We are left with the image of a vicious circle in which
economic stagnation and decline lead to military interventions, which them-
selves in turn usually produce more economic uncertainty and stagnation’
(1984, p. 659; see also Johnson et al., 1984, p. 635).

Economic underdevelopment can work in other ways to encourage
coups. Dependence on primary export products whose world prices can
fluctuate wildly produces economic instability because a lack of a diversi-
fied economy means there are no alternative goods and services to offset
those fluctuations. This is conducive to coups, because it produces problems
which can be blamed on governments. When a very high proportion of tax
revenues comes from the export of a single commodity, the terms of trade
have an immediate impact on the ability of a government to develop the
economy and provide for the welfare of society. Government inevitably is
the focus of attention when the value of the country’s commodities falls in
world markets. So in a country which has a high level of specialization
because of the nature of its exports and a high level of dependence of its
economy on those export revenues, the probability of a successful coup is
increased (O’Kane, 1981).

There will always, however, be factors which will reduce the likelihood of a
coup. First there is the proximity of independence. Coups are more likely the
longer a country is independent, giving governments time to demonstrate an
inability to cope. Secondly, there is the experience of military intervention –
what might be called internal contagion. Once a coup has occurred, there is
likely to be another. A country with no experience of the coup d’état is less
likely to have one than a country where one has already taken place. Here the
military gain skills in domestic coercion, popular support for government is
discouraged by experience under the military, and subsequent periods of civil-
ian rule become increasing difficult to sustain. Thirdly, the presence of foreign
troops is an obstacle. They would not be present with the approval of the
domestic government in the first place if there was any chance of them being
sympathetic to military take-over. Even though there is evidence of foreign
powers encouraging rather than hindering coups, the presence of foreign
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troops invited in by the civilian government will deter interventions by the
local military. The absence of these three conditions removes the obstacles to
military supplantment and increases the probability of a coup (O’Kane, 1981).

A methodological problem here is to know how recent is ‘recent’. Nigeria
had five years of civilian government before it succumbed to its first mili-
tary coup. It did not appear to need a long time for government to reveal its
inability to cope with the tensions and conflicts of an underdeveloped econ-
omy and an ethnically divided society.

The political culture

The most influential political explanation of military intervention relates it
to the level of the political culture. Finer (1962) classified political cultures
as mature, developed, low and minimal in a descending scale of modernity.
Each level is related to the propensity of the military to intervene, and to dif-
ferent kinds of military intervention. A mature political culture is one in
which the military are an important force in defence policy-making, but
have no wider role ascribed to them by social values, attitudes and expecta-
tions. A sense of legitimacy supporting the civilian regime is widespread. At
the other end of the scale are found countries with ‘minimal’ political cul-
tures, where the legitimacy of civilian government is almost totally lacking.
Such countries are likely to experience the most extreme form of military
intervention, the coup d’état.

Low levels of political culture and a weak sense of political obligation are
found predominantly in the Third World. Here there is a lack of confidence
that political demands will be heard, and a lack of trust in other groups
which might gain power. Because political values and beliefs do not coin-
cide with the presuppositions upon which the regime is built, there may well
be widespread popular support for direct military intervention. The destruc-
tion of democracy and the rise of authoritarianism may be tolerable in soci-
eties that do not feel that the form of civilian government which they have
is the best that could have been devised:

Where public attachment to civilian institutions is strong, military inter-
vention in politics will be weak. It will take the form, if it occurs at all,
of working upon or from behind these institutions – be they throne or
parliament – according to the political formula current. By the same
token, where public attachment to civilian institutions is weak or non-
existent, military intervention in politics will find wide scope – both in
manner and substance. (Finer, 1962, p. 21)
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Critics of Finer have pointed out that this sounds tautological. A low level
of political culture is defined as a lack of consensus. It is defined by refer-
ence to what it is supposed to explain. Rather than offering an explanation
of a lack of political consensus, the concept of political culture offers a
statement that is true by definition. There is further circularity in the argu-
ment, in that military intervention is taken to be evidence of a low political
culture because it is evidence of the breakdown of consensus. So military
intervention is being explained by reference to conditions which are repre-
sented by that intervention itself. Insofar as there is explanatory value in
the theory of political culture, it is more about how civilian governments fail
than why the military should be the inevitable successor. Furthermore, the
theory does not explain why coups occur in some states with minimal polit-
ical cultures but not others (First, 1972, p. 14). The only solution to this
problem is to make intervention itself an indicator of the level of political
culture, but this makes the explanation even more tautologous.

Organizational factors

Knowledge of why the military have usurped power in so many states may
depend more on observations of the military itself than the socio-economic
context in which Third World governments find themselves. There has been
a long-standing debate between the supporters of an ‘environmental’
approach to military intervention, emphasizing the influence of social and
economic factors on the propensity for intervention, and the ‘organization-
alists’ (Charlton, 1981, pp. 51–6). The organizational characteristics of the
military may be crucial to understanding military intervention, especially
when the socio-economic conditions of different countries, such as India
and Pakistan, look similar, yet their experience of military intervention has
been so markedly different.

The military appears to have many political advantages over other organ-
izations involved in politics. It has a clear chain of command, with a well-
understood and rigorously observed set of superior–subordinate
relationships. Decisions are obeyed, not debated until some consensus is
reached. The military is well-organized for striking at civilian institutions.
When the military intervenes, the leadership of the coup is often drawn not
from the top-ranking officers but from the middle echelons of younger offi-
cers, perhaps because their senior officers are too closely associated with
the civilian regime; or because that particular stratum of the officer corps is
drawn from an ethnic group that is concerned about the way political power

186 Understanding Third World Politics



is being used. However, even if the decision to stage a coup is not taken by
the most senior ranking officers, those who do lead the overthrow have at
their disposal an organization that is likely to respond to their commands.

The organizational unity of the military in the Third World should not be
exaggerated. They are often riven with factions based on age, education,
rank, religion or tribe, reflecting divisions within the wider political com-
munity (Charlton, 1981, pp. 58–60). For example, in October 2001
Pakistan’s military ruler, General Musharraf, felt it necessary to dismiss two
of his most senior generals, regarded as hard line Islamists and leaders of a
faction opposed to the President’s pro-American policies. The military
needs to be viewed as thoroughly integrated into society in this respect and
not as a self-contained entity. It is also worth noting that when Putnam tried
to test the importance of variations in organizational characteristics to the
propensity for intervention, using Latin American data – a difficult feat
given the availability of ‘only a few gross characteristics of the armed
forces’ – he found a negative correlation between the size of the military
establishment and the extent of military intervention. Of course, as with all
such quantitative analysis, it is easy to reject the indicator used on the
grounds that it is an unreliable proxy for the variable under investigation
(Putnam, 1967, pp. 110–11; Wells, 1974). However, Johnson et al. found
from their study of politics in 35 Black African states between 1960 and
1982 that military ‘cohesion’ (a large and ethnically homogeneous armed
forces) and political ‘centrality’ (its role in repression against the govern-
ment’s opponents and its share of public expenditure) to be positively
related to military intervention, leading them to recommend strongly ‘that
variables specific to African military establishments must be considered in
any search for the structural determinants of military intervention in African
politics’ (1984, p. 634).

The military also have a symbolic status which endows them with legiti-
macy should they intervene in the world of civilian politics. Without articu-
lating this as part of a corporate philosophy or belief system, the military
may symbolize something valuable to the rest of society. They may represent
modernity because of their technological expertise, structures of authority,
and training. Symbolic status can also derive from successful performance.
Shortly before the first military coup in Nigeria in 1966 the army had been
involved in a UN peacekeeping force in the Congo in which it acquitted itself
well, gained an international reputation for being well-disciplined and effec-
tive, and so brought credit to the country internationally.

The apparent modernity of the military, according to some developmental-
ists such as Pye, is a major reason why the military is an obvious alternative
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to a democratic government that has failed to function effectively. Their
rational structures, capable of relating means to ends and associated with
rapid technological development and specialist skills, enable them to be
viewed as ‘possible saviours’ where there is ‘a sense of failure in the country’
(Pye, 1971, pp. 278–83). However, as Mazrui has argued, though the military
may be a modern organization in structural terms, in Africa, where soldiers
are frequently recruited from the rural and less Westernized areas:

the attitudes of the soldiers to the wider society is probably more deeply
conditioned by traditionalist sympathies than by the modern characteris-
tics of a particular profession … the military as an organisation might in
part be a carrier of scientificity, while the soldiers remain carriers of more
primordial habits. (Mazrui, 1976, pp. 251–2)

Consequently the military, in Africa at least, may play a traditionalizing
role.

The monopoly of modern weapons is clearly an organizational asset to
the military, providing it with a near-monopoly of physical force. If the
civilian regime lacks military support, but the idea of a military government
lacks legitimacy, then the deciding factor will be the deployment of coer-
cion. Communications too are vital in this kind of political intervention,
particularly in a large country with many administrative centres. The mili-
tary’s communications system enables them to strike at different centres of
government simultaneously and to co-ordinate their activities in the imme-
diate disorderly aftermath of the coup. Such organizational advantages off-
set the political weaknesses of the military such as its lack of legitimacy and
administrative expertise.

The professional culture of the military may be related to the intervention
in politics. Professionalism can mean that the code of conduct within the
military, into which recruits are trained and socialized, supports the
supremacy of the civilian government. The professional soldier’s duty is to
obey the directives of the properly constituted civil authorities (Rapaport,
1962, p. 75). Professionalism is made up from expertise, social responsibil-
ity and corporate loyalty. According to Huntington, the more professional in
this sense the military is, the more ‘politically sterile and neutral’ it will be
(Huntington, 1957, p. 84).

However, military professionalism in some cultures can mean something
quite different: that the army sees itself as having a duty to defend the state
against forces that would undermine its integrity, even though such forces
might be the civilian politicians (Finer, 1962, p. 25). Finer therefore ques-
tions Huntington’s association of professionalism with the principle of the
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supremacy of the civil power. If the politicians appear to be weakening the
nation and making it vulnerable to external forces, economic as well as
military, the army might give priority to the defence of society’s basic val-
ues. The military is then not a neutral instrument of the government of the
day, but rather an instrument of the nation, whose interest is capable of
interpretation by the military itself. If the military contains within its corpo-
rate culture such a set of attitudes, it might provide sufficient justification
for direct intervention in politics, especially since there will almost
certainly be sections within civil society that will approve of the military
taking such responsibility. Military involvement in politics may have a
powerful ideological foundation such as nationalism, dirigism, a moral code
and ‘a deep distrust of organized civilian politics’ (Janowitz, 1970, p. 145).

Foreign influence

Finally, external involvement by a foreign power has sometimes been cru-
cial in the decision of the military to stage a coup d’état. For example, the
USA supported the Chilean military in overthrowing the Allende regime.
There has been mounting evidence that the USA also had a role to play in
the failed coup against President Chavez of Venezuela in April 2001.
Continuity of links with developed countries through military aid, training
and equipment have also strengthened national armies in the Third World
relative to the civilian authorities. The influence of foreign support, through
clandestine military, security and intelligence agencies such as the USA’s
CIA, has been critical in a number of Third World coups. Through ‘covert
operations’ involving political advice, subsidies to political organizations
and individuals, propaganda, training, economic interventions, paramilitary
support to domestic groups, and infiltration and co-option of local agents
and allies in trade unions, corporations, political parties, the media and the
military itself, foreign influence has penetrated deeply into Third World
societies (Woddis, 1977, pp. 56–60).

Alternatively, foreign influence has been defined in terms of ‘contagion’
(First, 1972, pp. 20–2). There have been times when it appeared as if some
states experienced coups because neighbouring states had shown how eas-
ily it could be done, and what advantages accrued to the armed forces as a
result. There is some evidence from West Africa that military commanders
did ‘learn’ from the experience of their counterparts in other countries as to
how to take power, and about the financial attractions of it, lessons which
entered into their calculations about whether and when to intervene.
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However, this argument cannot be taken too far in general explanatory
terms, since the logic of it would be that there would be no end to military
intervention as it spread like wildfire from one state to another. Neither
Putnam for Latin America nor Wells for Africa found empirical evidence to
confirm the contagion hypothesis (Putnam, 1967, p. 102; Wells, 1974).
There are clearly effective barriers to contagion.

External influences also include the international context in which
domestic conflict and insecurity occur. When Third World countries were at
the periphery of the Cold War or at the centre of regional conflicts, the
strength and significance of the armed forces, concerned with both national
security and national pride, were enhanced and their motivation to intervene
strengthened (Luckham, 1991, p. 376).

The military and democratization

A major concern during democratization, especially after a period of military
rule, is how to ensure that the military remain loyal to civilian political lead-
ership. Experience of democratic transitions suggest a number of hypotheses
about the conditions necessary to restrict the power of the military during the
consolidation of democracy in order to establish civil–military relations
consistent with democratic government.

First, it is necessary to demobilize the military and reintegrate those not
needed by a professional army into society. This is particularly important
when armed insurgency has been part of the transition to democracy as
in Zimbabwe, South Africa and Mozambique (Griffiths, 1996). The chal-
lenge here is starkly revealed by the case of Afghanistan where some
700,000 people are estimated to be armed when a standing army needs
about 200,000 and when most militias owe allegiance to tribal warlords
rather than the state.

Secondly, civilian political control over the military must be institution-
alized by organizational changes. Professionalism in the armed forces has to
be strengthened by improvements to the management of military establish-
ments, and changes in senior military personnel. Political mechanisms
which hold the military accountable to civil control and establish civilian
control of defence policy need to be made more effective, such as by
strengthening parliamentary supervision, ensuring civilian control of
defence ministries, and giving legislatures authority to control defence
spending and endorse senior appointments in all the security services. The
military has also to be brought under the Rule of Law. An imbalance between
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civilian and military institutions, which in Latin America ‘contributes to
military perceptions that they are better organized, better trained, more
cohesive and more patriotic than civilian political leaders’ has to be cor-
rected (Fitch, 1998, p. 159). The right incentives to induce the military to
accept subordination to civilian leadership have to be chosen. Military
attitudes have to be reoriented away from a guardian role and towards loy-
alty to civilian political leaders. Any duplication of roles between the mili-
tary and civilian politicians must be minimized, for example by ending the
military’s role in internal security. The military leadership must be restricted
to an advisory role in defence policy. Equally, political leaders have to agree
not to draw the armed forces into conflict resolution and recognize that
military leaders have a legitimate role in defence policy-making (Frazer,
1995; Huntington, 1995, pp. 9–10; Fitch, 1998; Bland, 1999).

Thirdly, keeping the military under civilian control requires extensive
public support for democracy and hostility to military rule, perhaps fueled
by recollections of past authoritarianism, as in Venezuela in 1992 (Baburkin
et al., 1999). Regional alliances supporting civilian political supremacy
may help, as in southern Africa in 1994 when South Africa, Botswana and
Zimbabwe helped reverse the coup in Lesotho (Frazer, 1995).

The timing of reforms to civil–military relations is also important.
Movement towards reform should start in the transition to democracy when
negotiations are being conducted between officials and political leaders
who are committed to change. This will go some way towards guarding
against the new regime acquiring an inheritance of disloyal and disaffected
military personnel (Frazer, 1995).

The extent to which these conditions are achievable is affected by a num-
ber of factors. Past patterns of civil–military relations (e.g. the extent to
which the armed forces have been politicized or a lively civil society allowed
to exist), and threats posed by democratization to the sectional interests of
the military (e.g. the scale of cuts to the military budget proposed by the new
civilian government) will be important. Popular support for democracy may
be fragile and need political parties not to have created a disillusioned popu-
lace. There may need to be ‘ethnic balance’ in the social composition of the
armed forces. The effect of military reorganization during democratization
on the policy goals of the new government, such as whether the military is
assisting in the control of drug trafficking, may also be important for the
establishment of democratic civil–military relations (Griffiths, 1996). The
new civilian regime may have to compromise on demands for military lead-
ers to be brought to justice for their crimes (Rouquie, 1986, pp. 131–2). The
military will continue to have much political influence, especially if during
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the transition the military have been able to negotiate immunity from prose-
cution for human rights violations (Fitch, 1998, p. 162). It is not easy to
find new missions for the military which do not undermine their profession-
alism and exclusion from politics, such as UN peacekeeping rather than
combating crime.

Political developments confronting the new civilian government will also
be significant. Of particular importance are factors which distract govern-
ments from the reform of civil–military relations, such as hyper-inflation
and other economic crises which undermine public confidence in the civil-
ian authorities. Excluding the military from civilian governmental roles
may be made difficult by confrontations with revolutionary movements
and/or organized crime (as in Colombia) that make it difficult to avoid using
the military in policing activities.

There has nevertheless been some success in newly democratizing coun-
tries in reforming civil–military relations. Norms of military professional-
ism and civilian control have become more widely diffused and accepted.
Military leaders have learned that attempts to govern have been destructive
for the armed forces. Civilian politicians recognize that their interests lie in
a professionalized, a-political military. Popular support for an end to exces-
sive military budgets, abuses of human rights, and military involvement in
economic enterprises has grown. Coup attempts might occur, but are less
likely to be successful in newly democratized countries with a reasonable
level of economic development. Huntington was even prepared to specify
the cut-off points: ‘Countries with per capita GNPs of $1,000 or more do
not have successful coups; countries with per capita GNPs of $3,000 or
more do not have coup attempts’ (1995, p. 15).

Conclusion

Many of the factors associated with military intervention, particularly social
and economic variables, have also figured in attempts to understand the
context of political instability within which military coups may occur.
Military intervention is by no means the only form of political instability.
Communal violence, separatist movements and ethnic conflicts can escalate
into civil war and create prolonged instability. This more general and wide-
spread picture of instability is the subject of a later chapter. The present
chapter has identified the circumstances surrounding military interventions
in Third World politics in order to explore how successful explanations of
the phenomenon have been. An understanding of military intervention is
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particularly important when it undermines democracy either by the coup
d’état or by refusing to reinstate democratic politics in response to wide-
spread popular demand. There are implications for public policies and gov-
ernmental strategies if it can be shown that the propensity for military
intervention is related to the level of political institutionalization, economic
development, political participation, economic specialization, the develop-
ment of mass political parties, the centrality of the state in the process
of capital accumulation and the development of a middle class, or the
professional culture of the military itself.
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9
Nationalism and Secession

Introduction

In most regions of the Third World there are political movements campaigning,
in many cases through armed struggle, for political self-determination on
behalf of minority groups. In the Western Sahara, Polisario fights for libera-
tion from Morocco. In Western Somalia the Liberation Front aims to restore
the Ethiopian Ogaden to Somalia. The Kurds of Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria
seek an independent and united Kurdistan. The National Resistance Council
in Iran aims to establish an autonomous Baluchistan. In India there are
movements for autonomy among the Sikhs, Nagas, Mizos and Tripuras as
well as in Kashmir. The Shanti Bahini of Bangladesh seek autonomy for the
Chittagong tribes. In Burma the programme of the Federal National
Democratic Front includes a federal union based on self-determination for
the Shan, Karen, Mon, Arakan, and Kachin peoples. The Tamil minority in
Sri Lanka have been waging civil war with the objective of forming a sepa-
rate state in the north of the island. Indonesia has movements struggling for
independence in West Papua and Acheh. In the Philippines the Moro
National Liberation Front seeks independence of the Muslim Moros in the
south. There has been a strong ethnic revival since 1960 and a corresponding
growth of interest among social scientists (Brown, 1989, p. 1).

Such organizations should be distinguished from revolutionary move-
ments seeking to overthrow the incumbent regime. Secessionist movements
do not want to overthrow national governments: they want to withdraw from
their jurisdiction. This, from the perspective of the centre, may appear very
revolutionary; and the movement itself may have a revolutionary agenda in
addition to independence, though this is not inevitable. Only in Latin
America are revolutionary movements almost exclusively concerned with a
different kind of independence – that of a whole country from repression by
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an authoritarian regime. Separatism in Latin America is largely an aspect of
nineteenth-century history (Anderson et al., 1974, ch. 3).

Few secessionist movements are likely to be successful in achieving full
independence for the people they represent, but it is unlikely that they will
give up the struggle and disband. They may, however, be crushed by the
superior military might of the national government – as in Nigeria, Zaire
and the Sudan. Occasionally, however, a separatist movement succeeds, as
in the case of the violent separation of East Pakistan to form the state of
Bangladesh, the secession of Somaliland from Somalia in 1991, the seces-
sion of Eritrea from Ethiopia in 1993, and East Timor’s independence from
Indonesia celebrated in 2002. Military conflict often marks the passage
from integration to autonomy, as with the birth of Bangladesh.

The political movements fighting for separation often do so in the name
of nationalism. Their aim is secession, though other organizations and fac-
tions may be prepared to negotiate for less than full separation. Before
examining the causes of ethnic separatism, the main aim of this chapter, it is
necessary to clarify some of the terms that are central to the analysis.

Secession

‘Secession’ may be defined as the formal separation of a region from a
nation-state of which it formerly constituted an integral part. The region
may already have experienced considerable decentralization of power.
Secession, however, is not further decentralization but complete separation
so that the breakaway region becomes a state in its own right, with its own
constitution and recognized as such in international law. Normally seces-
sionist movements aim at autonomy rather than integration with a neigh-
bouring country. Such autonomy does not necessarily mean that all political
and economic links with the ‘parent’ state will be severed. Economic rela-
tionships are particularly likely to persist, especially in the form of trade.

The central authorities of the parent state may attempt to contain seces-
sionist tendencies by offering various concessions, such as constitutional
autonomy which stops well short of separation (Brass, 1991, pp. 21, 54–5).
There is some evidence that a measure of devolution or federalism, rather
than encouraging secession by increasing the resources and identity of
regional minorities, actually reduces separatist demands by increasing the
power of moderate nationalist leaders. The case of Bougainville in Papua
New Guinea supports the view that democratic provincial devolution based
on effective and accountable provincial government, strengthens relations
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with the state, and resolves grievances, preventing rather than promoting
secession (Ghai, 2000, p. 24).

Alternatively the state may resist separatism with repression. Ethnic
demands are partly a function of the state’s orientation to them, such as the
imposition of ‘nationality’ under the Ethiopian constitution (Ghai, 2000).
Responses to nationalism and separatism have ranged from genocide to
expulsion, assimilation, language policies, quotas in political and bureau-
cratic élites, revenue allocation formulae, positive discrimination, cultural
autonomy and political decentralization (Coakley, 1993). In South Asia,
governmental responses to secessionist movements have included military
action, police restrictions, constitutional obstacles, electoral manipulation,
economic subsidies, policy concessions (such as job quotas, the co-option
of separatist leaders, and language rights), constitutional accommodation
and, in principle only, the granting of autonomy (Wright, 1976, pp. 12–13;
Phadnis and Ganguly, 2001, pp. 145–202). Brass places state management
of ethnic conflict at the centre of attempts to understand nationalist political
mobilization, arguing that central élites (which in Third World countries
usually means bureaucrats, whether civil or military, partisan or profes-
sional) form alliances with local ethnic organizations, either to oppose or
support local élites. For Brass:

It is a principal task of research on ethnic groups and the state to deter-
mine how privileges are distributed among different ethnic categories,
with which élites within an ethnic group state leaders tend to collaborate,
and what the consequences are both for ethnic group identity formation
and political mobilization. (Brass, 1991, p. 256)

It is unusual for national governments to approve the breaking away from
the nation-state of a distinctive region, especially if part of that region’s dis-
tinctiveness is its endowment with valuable natural or other economic
resources. Demands for independence are revolutionary from the perspec-
tive of the centre (Connor, 1973; Clay, 1989, pp. 230–1) and history teaches
us that ‘attempts at secession are generally seen by governmental leaders as
a threat to the authority of their regime which is so intolerable that it is
worth spilling blood to prevent it’ (Birch, 1978, p. 340). In South East Asia,
for instance, responses to separatism prove conclusively that ‘the nation-
state clings above all to territory’ (McVey, 1984, p. 13). In 1994 Morocco’s
King Hassan threatened a return to war if the people of the Western Sahara
voted for independence in any referendum which the UN might organize.
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The people of East Timor suffered hugely at the hands of the Indonesian
military and local militias allied to it when they attempted (successfully in
the end) to secede. As Chaliand pointed out:

the fact is that during the last three decades it has been far easier for a
country to achieve formal independence from ex-colonial power than for
a minority to obtain a measure of (effective) autonomy within a Third
World state. The reaction of demands of every kind has been almost
universally negative. (Chaliand, 1980, p. 9)

National governments may be assisted in their negotiation of a compro-
mise by nationalist factions which are prepared to accept less than complete
political independence. Surveys of political attitudes mainly, it has to be
admitted, in developed countries, have revealed that significant numbers
and often majorities within the ethnic groups concerned are prepared to
accept constitutional autonomy rather than separation for their country – a
finding that almost certainly applies to developing countries. However, sur-
veys also show that even among those who do not favour separation and
who reject violence as a means to that end, there are many who sympathize
with those engaged in violent resistance – explaining ‘how guerrilla strug-
gles have been maintained for years in the face of overwhelming odds’
(Connor, 1988, p. 216).

The demands of political movements may be significantly modified over
a period of time, so that national independence is displaced by lesser objec-
tives, such as the creation of a new territorial unit within a federation, offi-
cial recognition of a language, and symbolic distinctions. Equally, modest
demands can escalate under pressure of events, such as East Pakistan’s pro-
gression from linguistic equality to autonomy in a loose federation and from
there to secession (Wright, 1976, p. 9). Different ethnic groups vary in their
demands. In South Asia, for example, some have demanded reforms within
existing state structures, such as affirmative action policies. Others have
called for the restructuring of the regime, including devolution and provin-
cial autonomy. Still others agitate for the restructuring of the state through
secession and irredentist change (Phadnis and Ganguly, 2001, p. 215). The
ultimate goal of secessionists is the creation of a new nation-state.
Decentralization is unlikely to provide a lasting solution if there is wide-
spread support within the affected region for the secessionist cause, and
there is likely to be widespread support if the secessionist movement is
founded on a sense of nationalism within the aspirant state.
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Nationalism

Such nationalism, which may extract concessions in the form of political
decentralization of various kinds, including federalism, has become
increasingly widespread in recent decades. It has been argued that it, rather
than ideology built on class, was ‘the dominant political passion’ of the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century (Payne, 1975, p. 249), though it may now
have given way to religion.

Nationalism presupposes some cultural distinctiveness on the part of the
inhabitants of a particular region. Nationalism in the context of colonialism
is a relatively straightforward concept, but nationalism among minorities
indicates cultural identity and uniqueness, often strengthened by linguistic
distinctiveness, that unites a particular population and which may inspire a
nationalist movement. Crucial to this sense of identity and the demand for
autonomy to which it can lead is a belief that the group once enjoyed self-
government. But what constitutes a ‘nation’, which may seek the status of a
nation-state, is a question that has occupied the minds of political theorists
for many decades. One view is that ethnic groups simply become nations
when they develop ideas about obtaining political self-determination
(Phadnis and Ganguly, 2001).

A sense of nationhood will be based on some combination of religion,
language, customs, institutions, mythology, folklore, culture, history and
race, though it should not be assumed that each type of identity will have the
same effect on political behaviour (Connor, 1978, p. 396; 1988, pp. 201–2;
Clay, 1989, pp. 224–6; Kellas, 1991, pp. 2–3). None, however, is sufficient
in itself to define a nation, not even language (Smith, A. D., 1971,
pp. 181–6). Economic and political features may also be considered neces-
sary conditions of nationhood, in addition to cultural factors and group sen-
timent. A homeland territory and sense of collective history are also bases
for national solidarity (Hechter, 2000). Smith lists the following seven fea-
tures of a nation, and distinguishes ‘tribes’ and ethnic groups as having
some but not all of these:

● cultural differentiae;
● territorial contiguity with internal mobility;
● a relatively large population;
● external political relations;
● considerable group sentiment and loyalty;
● direct membership with equal citizenship rights;
● vertical economic integration around a common system of labour.
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According to A. D. Smith, tribes have only the first and second character-
istics. ‘Ethnie’ have the first five. Nations have all seven. Some post-colonial
societies are collections of tribes and/or ethnie and therefore lack at least two
of the seven features – cultural differentiae and group sentiment – because of
the arbitrary nature of colonial boundaries (Smith, A. D., 1971, pp. 186–90;
2001). Groups supporting secessionist movements, though usually having a
sense of cultural identity, are not universally distinct ethnically. Secessionist
groups may be ethnically heterogeneous. Nationhood may be claimed, but
whether this is justified raises many problems of subjective and objective
definition (Symmons-Symonolewicz, 1965; Rustow, 1967; Snyder, 1976;
Wood, J. R., 1981). The subjectivity is captured in the definition of ‘nation’
employed by Rejai and Enloe:

a relatively large group of people who feel that they belong together by
virtue of sharing one or many such traits as common language, religion or
race, common history or tradition, common set of customs, and common
destiny. As a matter of empirical observation, none of these traits may
actually exist: the important point is that people believe they do. (Rejai
and Enloe, 1969, p. 143; see also Paribatra and Samudavanija, 1984;
Connor, 1988)

A subjective belief that people constitute a nation that deserves political
recognition is more important than the objective definitions of historians
and social scientists. Emerson’s judgement about anti-colonial nationalism
may well apply to ethno-nationalism: ‘The simplest statement that can be
made about a nation is that it is a body who feel that they are a nation; it may
be that when all the fine-spun analysis is concluded this will be the ultimate
statement as well’ (Emerson, 1960, p. 102; Eriksen, 1993, pp. 11–12).

Secessionist alienation arises from a perception of special bonds between
people which distinguish them from other communities within the nation-
state (Enloe, 1973, p. 15). Referring to secessionist movements in South
Asia, Wright claims that ‘the sociological characteristics of the various
provincial populations are at the heart of their demands for autonomy or
secession. All of the movements have asserted the primacy of particular cri-
teria of identification which render the populations minorities in the coun-
try as a whole even if majorities locally’ (Wright, 1976, p. 8). In Kashmir
and Nagaland the principal factor is religion, in Tamil Nadu, East Bengal
and Baluchistan, it is language.

The ethnic foundation for nationalism is important not only because it
provides a criterion for defining a nation, but also because it is central to the
debate about what causes nationalism and separatism, and whether ethnicity
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is a sufficient or necessary condition for the existence of demands for politi-
cal autonomy. The primordialist theory of nationalism sees nations as
organic ethnic communities with distinct languages, cultures, physiog-
nomies, and homelands. Nationalism occurs when such communities
demand self-determination from a ‘polyethnic’ state. This view of national-
ism is backed by the fact that ‘ethnicity remains a powerful, explosive and
often durable force’, generating strong feeling of belonging, obligation, and
dignity. Its persistence in advanced industrial democracies shows it is not
eroded by the forces of modernization (Smith, A. D., 1995, pp. 33–47).

There are competing theories of nationalism such as the situationalist
which sees claims to nationhood as based on a sense of common interest and
self-preservation among people confronted by a threat to their well-being
from uneven economic development, ‘internal colonialism’ and other forms
of discrimination. Ethnic characteristics become important in defining group
identity when the circumstances (or situation) make it rational to act defen-
sively. Activists are needed to mobilize ethnic consciousness as a basis for
interest articulation. Constructivist theory sees nationalism as an ideology
wielded by political élites to legitimize their demands for power. Nationalist
ideology consists of myths about community ancestry, history, culture and
homeland to provide people with a sense of identity, an understanding of
contemporary problems, and prescriptions for their solution (Brown, 2000).
These interpretations underpin some of the explanations that have been
offered for political secession as a destabilising force in Third World states.

Any attempt to find a simple causal explanation of nationalism and sepa-
ratism is probably doomed to failure by the sheer diversity of the phenome-
non. The history of nationalism reveals wide differences in the size,
cohesiveness and mobilization of ethnic communities, in the goals of nation-
alist movements, in the threats that they pose to existing states, in the eco-
nomic contexts in which ethno-nationalism is found, and in the political
methods chosen by nationalist movements (Zubaida, 1978; Kellas, 1991,
pp. 132–4). An exhaustive review of the literature on nationalism in the Third
World is well beyond the scope of this chapter. All that can be attempted is a
critical look at the theoretical perspectives which seem to be of greatest value
for understanding why part of a country might seek to break away.

Political integration

The theory of political integration attaches great weight to ethnicity in
explaining separatism. In the Third World context this emphasizes the fact
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that new states were frequently the arbitrary creations of colonialism. They
consisted of a multiplicity of ethnic groups bound together under colonial
domination and a common administrative and economic system, after
the European powers had divided their tropical dependencies among them-
selves with scant regard to existing social and political boundaries.
Differences of caste, region and ethnicity were further exacerbated by the
representation of these incorporated societies in racial and tribal categories,
and by the unequal impact of colonial educational, economic and political
experiments (Nafziger and Richter, 1976). The nationalism which subse-
quently drew such communities together was based solely on opposition to
subjugation by an alien power. They were united (and often far from com-
pletely) only in their desire to throw off colonial domination. The state cre-
ated by the achievement of independence ‘preceded’ nationalism, in that
there was no other common identity than anti-colonialism. The nation-state
was not built on a basis of common religious, cultural, linguistic or racial
factors as it is when nationalism precedes the state (Kohn, 1945; Coleman,
1954, p. 419).

So for Anderson et al. (1974, p. 9) it is ‘uncontroversial’ that:

Afro-Asia, in particular, is dominated by new states that face agonizing
problems in winning the full commitment of their citizenry which is
taken for granted in most Western societies. In equipping the state with a
mystique of nationhood, the new leaders face intense competition from
diverse forms of subnational loyalties, which we have referred to as
cultural pluralism. These loyalties may be based on race, ethnic identity,
language, caste, religion, or region; they have in common the capability
of evoking sentiments in men very similar to those described as national-
ism. What seems to us crucial to know is the direction of change. Are
subnational loyalties giving way to the imperative of nationalism, as
many seem to assume? Our evidence suggests to us that this is not the
case in Africa and Asia. Both national identification and subnational
loyalties are growing stronger as modern communications and education
penetrate and the self-enclosed, small-scale rural subsistence communi-
ties are progressively eliminated.

Eventually parochial loyalties should be eroded by a diffusion of cultural
values during the process of modernization. The diffusionist school of mod-
ernization theory argues that when countries modernize, cultures become dif-
fused and sub-cultures lose their significance. Ethnic loyalties become
superseded by loyalties to the wider state. There are four factors involved in
this process: bureaucratic penetration, social mobilization, industrialization
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and mass communication. In conjunction these developments produce cultural
diffusion that may even extend beyond the boundaries of the nation-state. A
‘crisis of integration’ is therefore likely to occur after independence unless
a sense of territorial nationality can be created by unifying independent
social, cultural and political entities. National integration is at risk not only
when a minority is threatened by a single numerically and politically domi-
nant group (as in Sri Lanka); self-determination may also be demanded
where there is a more ‘balanced’ pluralism of ethnic groups, as in India and
Nigeria (Weiner, 1965).

Demands for self-determination by ethnic groups are viewed from this
perspective as deviations from the path to modernity. The ‘problem’ for the
post-colonial state is one of ‘nation-building’ – creating loyalties and attach-
ments to the new nation-state which supersede the parochial loyalties
evoked by traditional values. Secession may then reflect a failure to inte-
grate at all (for example, during colonialism) or a process of disintegration
after a relatively stable period of unity (Wood, J. R., 1981, p. 111).

In common with the theories of modernization and development from
which this concept of integration springs, it mystifies rather than illuminates
the sources of political conflict which may lead to attempts at secession.
Integration theory presents the ‘crisis’ of integration as a deviation from the
functional process of political change. Political ‘disintegration’, of which
secession is one form, is portrayed as the consequence of an incompatibil-
ity between traditional and modern values, rules and modes of behaviour
(Phadnis and Ganguly, 2001, pp. 38–41). Failure to incorporate regions
successfully into the state system is regarded as evidence of persistent
parochial loyalties, often founded on tribal communality, which elevate the
legitimacy of traditional community above that of the modern form of polit-
ical association – the nation-state. The ‘primordial’ attachment to tradition
is thus seen as an obstacle to development.

The ‘integration’ approach to the phenomenon of secession suffers from
all the teleological and ethnocentric defects of modernization theory gener-
ally. Although it is true that political hostility to the inequalities of contem-
porary states may be reflected in an appeal to a sense of common identity and
historical continuity, such ‘parochialism’ is itself the consequence of other
factors rather than the prime mobilizer of political action. These other factors
have to be understood. It is inadequate to dismiss them as failures on the part
of disaffected sections of society to understand how to articulate political
demands through an essentially imaginary egalitarian and pluralistic politi-
cal system. To talk about national integration as if it is simply a question of
minorities becoming aware that new nation-states are the modern forms
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through which politics must be carried on, is to present an explanation of
political crisis in terms that are not very meaningful. It is necessary to
analyse what lies behind ethnic unrest. Ethnicity cannot be regarded as a pri-
mordial ‘given’. It is subject to a range of economic and political forces such
as economic competition between regions, the manipulation of ethnic iden-
tity by ruling élites to divert attention from other forms of socio-economic
conflict, and the attraction of communalism in the absence of other effective
forms of political participation (Nafziger and Richter, 1976, p. 92). One
reason for turning to ethnically defined activism is despair at ever protecting
one’s interests through other forms of political association.

Furthermore, there is also evidence to support an interpretation of post-
colonial history which sees ethnicity as supporting national integration.
Wallerstein has argued that in West Africa ethnicity assists national integra-
tion in at least four ways. First, it provides the social support needed during
periods of social upheaval that cannot be provided by either the state or the
extended family. Secondly, ethnic groups aid the process of resocialization
during periods of rapid social change by providing opportunities for a range
of social and political contacts to be made. Thirdly, by offering opportuni-
ties for social mobility, ethnic groups help to prevent the formation of castes
and so assist in the maintenance of a fluid stratification system. Finally, they
are an important ‘outlet for political tensions’. Such potentialities have to be
recognized and set against the inevitably particularistic and separatist
potential of ethnic sentiment (Wallerstein, 1960).

Internal colonialism

As an explanation of why a minority group should feel compelled to seek
greater autonomy and even separation, the theory of internal colonialism
offers some interesting hypotheses. The concepts of uneven development
and internal colonialism were developed by Hechter with reference to the
UK, where it was used to explain Celtic nationalism. But it is a theory that
owes its origins to interpretations of Third World colonialism and depend-
ency. It would seem to have considerable resonance as an approach to terri-
torial economic and political differentiation in the post-colonial states of the
Third World and the consequent demands for autonomy on the part of the
groups experiencing discrimination and exploitation.

This thesis finds some plural societies divided into a ‘core’ community and
one or more peripheral communities, exploited by the core from a position of
primarily economic advantage. The economy of the periphery is usually
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highly specialized and thus more vulnerable to fluctuations in world markets
than the economy of the core community. This core–periphery distinction is a
function of capitalism which entails territorial as well as class inequalities and
conflicts through a process of uneven development (Orridge, 1981, pp. 6–7) .
A cultural division of labour is created in the course of such development
(Hechter, 1975, p. 30). The survival of nationalism depends on this cultural
division of labour, a stratification system which links a person’s life chances
to cultural distinctions, thereby giving culture a political salience. People see
a shared material interest in cultural terms. This is a necessary but not suffi-
cient condition of group solidarity and collective action. Other conditions are
necessary to encourage solidarity with a nationalist organization, namely a
high level of dependence on a nationalist movement as a source of benefits,
and the monitoring of members’ ‘compliance with the movement’s goals and
procedures’ (Hechter, 1985).

The politics of the peripheral regions are controlled by the core.
Influential positions in the state are disproportionately occupied by people
from the core community. This applies to the central state apparatus as well
as to its local arms in the minority areas. Political organizations seeking
to represent the interests of minority cultures may be restricted or banned.
The repressive instruments of the state may be used selectively to counter
expressions of dissent by a nationalist group. Such repression has often
been justified by means of a racist ideology.

In addition to such economic discrimination, the marginalization and exclu-
sion of an ethnic or regional minority may take the form of cultural discrimi-
nation, by stereotyping the cultural group as backward, uncivilized, unreliable,
inferior or dangerous. Such claims can easily become self-fulfilling prophecies
when, because of economic and social discriminaton, a disproportionately
large number of people from the minority group are found to be suffering from
unemployment, low incomes, poor health, bad housing, illiteracy, low life-
expectancy, high crime rates, high rates of suicide and other indicators of social
disadvantage. Discrimination may be more overt, as when minorities are
denied the use of their own language in education, the media and local admin-
istration. Indirect measures include requiring that education, information and
social advancement generally are only available to those using the official lan-
guage (‘Kendal’, 1980). Discrimination may even involve attempts by the core
group to deny any ethnic distinctiveness, as in the case of Turkish efforts to
prove the Turkishness of the Kurds, or the Iranian government’s claim that the
Kurds are ‘pure Iranians’ (Bulloch and Morris, 1993, p. 51). Discrimination
may well escalate as regimes retaliate against the agitation of nationalist
groups, involving forced migration and even attempted genocide.
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The internal colonialism thesis would seem to fit some cases of seces-
sion, such as Bangladesh which, as East Pakistan, was economically
exploited and politically marginalized by West Pakistan. The West wing
began with an initial economic advantage in receiving most of the entrepre-
neurs who migrated at independence and who were central to the West’s
industrial development. Then the new nation’s capital was established in
the West, further encouraging industrial and infrastructural development.
Development funds, foreign aid, economic and fiscal policies, foreign
exchange controls and licensing powers were used disproportionately to the
benefit of West Pakistan. The positive discrimination that would have been
necessary for the East to catch up was not forthcoming, further encouraging
the flow of resources to the more developed region.

But the main factor that led to a feeling of exploitation and discrimination
among the Bengalis of East Pakistan was the diversion of the East’s foreign
exchange earnings to the West. The differential between the two ‘wings’ of
the country in terms of per capita income, the relative contribution of agri-
culture and industry to regional incomes, school and university enrolments,
and the infrastructure generally and transportation in particular, increased
throughout Pakistan’s post-independence history (Jahan, 1973, pp. 30–2).

Political developments during this period confirm the broad outline of the
‘internal colonialism’ model. In the years immediately following independ-
ence Bengali representation in the national power élite was limited. Because
over half the population of Pakistan lived in the East, the Bengalis had
nearly 50 per cent representation in the political institutions which were
based on democratic recruitment. But only 5 per cent of the military élite,
30 per cent of the senior bureaucracy and 10 per cent of the entrepreneurial
class were Bengali. This became particularly significant with the abolition
of representative government after the military coup in 1958, and the con-
sequent dominance of the bureaucratic–military oligarchy. Bengali repre-
sentation in the political élite declined and their sense of alienation
increased. Following the government’s refusal to accept the results of the
1965 and 1971 elections, the Bengali élite concentrated its efforts on radical
autonomist demands (Rahman, 1976). Provincial autonomy was reduced in
a way which was more to the disadvantage of the East than the West.
Administrative and political centralization gave rise to demands for Bengali
autonomy which were fuelled by the central government’s economic poli-
cies (Jahan, 1973, pp. 23–30).

The case of Bangladesh, though unique, suggests some conclusions
regarding nationalism and secession that may have wider applicability in
the Third World. Though Bengalis had long been conscious of their cultural
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distinctiveness, and had found it necessary to assert this from time to time
in the face of assimilationist policies (notably the one-language issue of
1950–2), it was not until their gains through the democratic process had
been vetoed by the central authorities that they were driven towards seces-
sion. Until then their programme had been for reforms within the state of
Pakistan (such as the Six Point Programme which called for a confederal
constitution, fiscal devolution, and separate trading and commercial rela-
tions with foreign countries). Nationalism and secessionist demands were
precipitated more by the intransigence of the central authorities than by
spontaneous articulation.

The liberation movement was strengthened by the existence of a political
movement, the Awami League, which gained support as its dominance in
national politics was resisted by Western Pakistani political factions. The
national cause, on the other hand, was weakened by the costly logistical
problems of controlling an area separated by a thousand miles of Indian
territory, and by eventual Indian military support to the Bengalis.

The internal colonialism thesis clearly provides a framework for explain-
ing secession in some contexts. However, there are some problems with it as
a general theory of nationalism and secession. The main difficulty, as has
frequently been pointed out with reference to developed countries, is that
there have been prosperous regions that have demanded political autonomy
from the state, and many poor ones that have not (Orridge, 1981, pp. 181–2;
Wood, J. R., 1981). It is arguable that Katanga (now Shaba) in the Congo,
Bougainville in Papua New Guinea, and Biafra in Nigeria attempted to
secede because of their relative wealth, based on their natural mineral
resources, rather than their backwardness. The internal colonialism thesis is
further weakened by the phenomenon of ethnic nationalism and separatism
in regions yet to be extensively penetrated by capitalist development – the
Kurds, Naga and Eritrea, for example (Smith, A. D., 1979).

‘Uneven development’, producing overdeveloped peripheral regions within
poor countries, is awkward to fit into the internal colonialism model. A ‘power
disparity’ can develop, when an economically better off region with de facto
power demands de jure equality within the state. For example, although the
Kurdish areas of Turkey and Iran are among the least developed regions of
those countries, Kurdistan in Iraq has been favoured by natural conditions and
resources, notably oil. However, being rich in natural resources does not guard
against exploitation. The Kurdish parts of Iraq have consistently received dis-
proportionately small quantities of development expenditure, industrial proj-
ects and infrastructure, despite the fact that they contribute some 80 per cent of
Iraqi oil production and over 53 per cent of state revenue (Vanley, 1980).
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Thus it may be theorized that if a region combines ‘ethnic potential’ with
an improved economic position (or a faltering core economy) it may become
politically assertive (Gourevitch, 1979; Wood, J. R., 1981). Part of the ‘fal-
tering core’may be a failure to develop effective political bargaining, notably
through national political parties. The development of powerful regional par-
ties in Nigeria and Pakistan is felt to have increased secessionist instability
by focusing political conflict on regional rivalries (Wood, J. R., 1981).
Competition for economic and political power after independence became
increasingly regional in character. The regional orientation of political élites
intensified regional identities, conflict and the subordination of national class
differences to tribalism.

This still leaves a need for an explanation of nationalism in the context of
‘even’ development, such as the nationalism in East Africa, French Saharan
Africa and the West Indies which prevented workable federal amalgama-
tions between more or less evenly developed territories. There is also the
problem of why uneven development can exist without nationalist and
secessionist movements, though this may be a puzzle more for the devel-
oped than the developing regions of the world.

Little correlation has been found between minority separatism and polit-
ical or economic inequalities. Ecological stress, namely pressure on land or
other natural resources, has a stronger relationship to demands for separate
status by culturally distinct groups.

Horowitz drew an interesting distinction between regional and popula-
tion disparities to explain ethnic secession, and whether one or both are
‘backward’ or ‘advanced’. He points out that ‘backward groups’ (that is,
with below average educational attainments, per capita incomes and non-
agricultural employment opportunities) from ‘backward’ regions (that is,
with low regional incomes per capita) have attempted secession soon after
independence from a colonial power because of their inability to compete.
The southern Sudanese are an example, while the Hausa of northern Nigeria
might have been had it not been for their numerical size which endowed
them with political power. An advanced group in a backward region is only
likely to attempt secession as a last resort and as a result of discrimination
and violence. The Tamils in Sri Lanka are such a case. An advanced group
in an advanced region may attempt secession when it feels it is subsidizing
the rest of the country, unless there are economic and political advantages of
remaining part of the state (Horowitz, 1985). Such distinctions point to the
significance of internal social divisions within minority groups, and their
political and economic calculations, necessitating analysis it terms of élite
and class interests (see below).
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A possible answer to the question of why inter-ethnic inequality is not
sufficient to produce nationalism, and why dominant groups sometimes
become nationalistic, is relative deprivation, in the sense of aspirations to
standards of living which have yet to be reached but to which the ‘deprived’
group feels it has a right (Hah and Martin, 1975). Brass is critical of this the-
ory because it is not possible to specify and measure the level of relative
deprivation needed to turn an ethnic group towards nationalism. The theory
accepts as evidence of relative deprivation the claims made by the national-
ists themselves. And ‘deprivation theory cannot explain the nationalism of
privileged groups, such as that of Afrikaners in South Africa’ (Brass, 1991,
p. 42). However, it is not clear why objective measures of relative depriva-
tion should not be constructed to compare two ethnic groups in conflict
about political autonomy; nor why the theory cannot be applied to the
examples of relative privilege for which it was designed. So the theory of
relative deprivation would appear to retain some heuristic value.

A further problem with the theory of internal colonialism is that it does not
explain why nationalism should be the response to uneven development and
internal, colonial-style exploitation rather than, say, a return to pre-modern
politics or revolutionary class consciousness. Why should a deprived com-
munity aspire to become a nation-state? (Orridge, 1981, pp. 183–4).

Then, as Orridge convincingly argued, the theory of uneven development
requires a clearer definition of what constitutes unevenness than has so far
been provided: ‘we need to be given some clearer idea of how much
unevenness is necessary for the maintenance or growth of a sense of sepa-
rate ethnic or national feeling’ (Orridge, 1981, p. 187). Unless it is known
how to identify the significant spatial variations between regions, it is
impossible to test whether or not the theory applies to a particular country.
Application of the Hechter model to other countries is also made difficult by
the fact that the inequalities between parts of the UK that were central to the
analysis were not derived from the general statements about internal colo-
nialism and so consequently do not explain relationships that may need to
be explored in other countries (Page, 1978, pp. 302–3).

Some of the problems with the internal colonialism thesis are illustrated
by the failure of the Biafran secession attempt. Although there certainly
were (and are) profound cultural differences between the major ethnic
groups of Nigeria, and considerable competition and hostility between
them, conflict was more the consequence of competition for power, patron-
age and wealth than the exploitation of the Ibos or the region in which they
were politically dominant. Indeed, much of the hostility to the Ibos among
other ethnic groups stemmed from fear of the opportunities which education
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had given them to become dominant in many walks of life. Most signifi-
cantly in the history of the secession attempt, the first military coup of 1966
was widely regarded among other ethnic groups as an ‘Ibo coup’ because
most of the young army officers were Ibo (Lloyd, 1970). In many respects
the Ibos had become the most ‘national’ of Nigeria’s ethnic groups, taking
their economic opportunities wherever they happened to be located
(Clendenen, 1972). Plans for secession did not begin to emerge until the
communal violence of 1966 began to look like a genocide attempt. Even
then, the political unit referred to as ‘Biafra’ consisted of the whole of the
Eastern Region of the federation, including minorities of 5 million non-Ibos
in a population of 12 million.

Until the discovery of oil in the East made secession look like an eco-
nomically viable option, Ibo reaction to problems in the region, such as land
shortages, had been to look for opportunities in other regions of Nigeria.
Secession began to look attractive to Ibo members of the bureaucratic and
commercial classes working in other parts of the country only when they
sensed that discrimination in employment opportunities would await them
even if they survived the pogrom which began in 1966 in retaliation for
what other ethnic groups, particularly in the North, perceived as an Ibo
coup. Hitherto the Eastern Region had not suffered discrimination in either
revenue allocation or economic investment. The Western Region had expe-
rienced a severe drop in revenues from export duties as a result of the slump
in cocoa prices between 1960 and 1965 and lost its oil to the newly created
Mid-West Region, but the East derived a rapidly growing yield from mining
rents and royalties. In terms of total revenues the East did better than both
the West and the North between 1958 and 1965. There was concern that in
the post-independence period economic development was being concen-
trated in the North, but this was as much at the expense of the Yorubas in the
West as the Ibos in the East. Until 1964 the East had received the largest
increase in industrial investment.

Politically the Ibos played a major role in national as well as regional pol-
itics from the earliest years of the independence movement. The first major
political party to operate nationally, the National Convention of Nigeria and
the Cameroons (NCNC), was led by an Ibo, Nmandi Azikiwe, who became
the first President of Nigeria. The NCNC originally attracted support from
all parts of Nigeria, but was eventually accused by some Yoruba leaders of
Ibo chauvinism. As politics at regional level became more important, the
NCNC became the dominant political party in the East, but continued to
have a considerable following in the non-Yoruba areas of the West and
minority areas of the North. At independence it became a coalition partner
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in the federal government. With the demise of electoral politics in 1966,
Ibos were dominant at the national level through the military regime. Thus
it was not by secession that the Ibos sought the advancement that would
have been theirs in a country without regional obstacles to recruitment and
promotion. The concept of an independent Biafra did not emerge among Ibo
leaders until after the army rank and file had mutinied and assassinated
hundreds of Ibo officers and men and after pogroms in Northern cities
raised the spectre of genocide.

In 1966 the East was by no means the only region proposing a loose con-
federation for the future of Nigeria. All parts of the country were ambivalent
about the desirability of Nigerian unity. The West had used the threat of
secession from the federation more than any other region since preparations
for independence from Britain began, and secession had also been consid-
ered prior to independence by the leaders of the Muslim majority in the
North (Panter-Brick, 1976, pp. 31–3). It was largely the fears of the minori-
ties in all regions, including the East, for their futures under a fragmented
Nigeria that united the rest of the country against Biafra.

Arguing that ‘the probability of secession of a regional unit from a nation-
state is dependent upon the expected costs and benefits to the region from the
maintenance of the national unit and those of secession from it’, Nafziger
(1972, p. 185) points out that ‘the benefits of regional autonomy for the East
increased relative to the benefits of continued membership of the federation
as a result of the discovery and commercial exploitation of crude oil centred
in the region in the late 1950s’. However, oil did not prompt secession. It
simply made it a viable strategy in the eyes of the Biafran leadership against
the national level of government. The share of revenue from oil accruing to
the East became a major source of political friction – specially after 1959,
when a new revenue allocation system left the East with a fraction of its ear-
lier oil revenues. Another major factor was the decision in 1967 to increase
the number of states in the federation from 4 to 12. Dividing the Eastern
Region into three states meant that the Ibos would be in a majority in only
one and would be reduced to one-sixth of the region’s oil output. The Ibo
heartland would be severed from the oil resources and landlocked.

The Biafra case also suggests that levels of economic integration may be an
important factor in the build-up of ethnic consciousness and demands for self-
determination. In Nigeria at the time of the Biafran secession the value of
inter-regional trade was low. Indigenous firms tended to sell to local markets.
Virtually no capital moved between regions. Ethnic conflict between 1965
and 1967 further discouraged economic integration. The cost of secession
was therefore perceived to be less than the benefits of integration, especially

210 Understanding Third World Politics



when opportunities for economic advancement through migration, from
which the Ibos had formerly benefited, were discouraged, first by policies of
regionalization in employment and then by pogroms (Nafziger, 1972).

The lack of consistent correlation between peripheral economic status and
nationalistic mobilization draws us back to the significance of ethnic iden-
tity, which some would argue is the main cause of nationalism. Cultural dif-
ferences are perceived by the groups they define, while spatial economic
differences may or may not be. Ethnicity would seem to be a necessary
condition for separatism. But economic exploitation by the core community
does not seem to be a necessary, let alone a sufficient, condition of national-
ism. The roots of separatism must be sought in other than economic factors.
People must see themselves as a distinct nation before they will contemplate
independence (Polese, 1985, p. 112). Yet ethnicity seems not to rank as a
sufficient condition either. The history of nationalism clearly shows that:

the objective existence or subjective perception of inequality is indispen-
sible to justify nationalism, but it is not in itself an explanation for it. The
only certainty is that every nationalist movement has always justified
itself in terms of existing oppression or anticipated oppression by a rival
group. (Brass, 1991, p. 43)

Not all ‘objective’ cultural groups are nationalistic. Group identity
becomes important under external threat, especially from the state, through
assimilationist policies, discrimination, environmental damage, and the
expropriation of natural resources, for example (Brown, 1989, pp. 5–10;
Clay, 1989, pp. 228–30). The claims of both Eritrea and Somaliland to self-
determination were based on a ‘consciousness of oppression’ (Adam, 1994,
p. 35). Hence the appeal of political integration theory, which concentrates
on interpretations of ethnicity and the conflicting cultural values, particu-
larly those relating to politics, of different ethnic groups.

The balance of advantage

This theory builds on the idea that communities weigh up the costs and
benefits of integration and separation. Birch has developed a cost–benefit
perspective on nationalism, seeing ethnicity as an independent variable,
producing identities and loyalties which persist over long periods, largely
regardless of other factors (Birch, 1978, p. 333). Therefore ethnicity should
be treated as given and not explained in terms of political discrimination,
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economic exploitation or relative deprivation. Birch is arguing largely on
the basis of evidence from developed countries, but his contribution to the
debate about nationalism is too resonant of Third World circumstances for
it not to be considered in the present context.

Political integration involves costs and benefits to minority communities.
There will be a changing balance of advantage from time to time in being
incorporated into a wider community, and the incorporation is unlikely to be
total, contrary to the basic premise of the diffusionist school that ethnic loy-
alties will be superseded by loyalties to the wider political unit because of
bureaucratic penetration, social mobilization, industrialization and mass
communication. Ethnic groups resist the erosion of their cultural identity,
even gaining ‘psychic income’ from pride and satisfaction with the assertion
of an identity which compensates for a sense of inferiority and deprivation
engendered by a dominant culture.

Since the Second World War the balance of advantage between the small
community and the large state has swung in favour of the former, first
because ‘changes in the international order have removed one of the main
benefits to be derived from membership of a sizeable state’, namely diplo-
matic and military security (Birch, 1978, p. 335). Free trade and regional
defence alliances also reduce the benefits of integration in a large domestic
market and a state with an expensive defence capability. A weakening econ-
omy in the larger unit may also increase the cost of integration (Hechter,
2000, pp. 117–18; Phadnis and Ganguly, 2001, pp. 49–50).

Secondly, the development of international organizations such as the EC,
OECD and the IMF give small states access to markets, loans, employment
and investment that make their small economies more viable than they
would otherwise be. Thirdly, the impact of the mass media on minority
cultures and languages has heightened consciousness of, and hostility to,
cultural imperialism and homogenization.

Finally, political agitation for minorities is less costly than in the past.
Rights are more readily demanded and conceded. Agitation and terrorism
are easier and get instant world-wide publicity. National energy supplies are
more vulnerable to sabotage. Hence a decline in the acceptability to minori-
ties of piecemeal reforms and in the value attached to the benefits of inte-
gration in the wider nation-state.

This explanation sounds highly plausible in the context of developing
regions of the world. There are problems associated with it, however. Firstly,
it concentrates more on the relative ease with which the break can be made,
rather than on the factors that prompt disillusionment among some ethnic
minorities and not others with the existing territorial jurisdiction of the state.
It implies that the demand for separation is constant, only awaiting an easing
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of the circumstances under which a new, small state can be born and survive.
Yet the demand is clearly not constant, so the factors precipitating national-
ist mobilization have to be identified. Separation will appear a more rational
choice than integration, giving the minority the ‘maximum net advantage’
and worth the high risks involved, when specific conditions exist, such as
material inequalities, the exclusion of minority élites, the movement’s orga-
nizational capacities, and geopolitical support (Mitra, 1995).

Secondly, as explanation it pays insufficient attention to the organiza-
tional requirements of a successful bid for independence and the variable
political context in which it is made. The following organizational factors
affect a nationalist movement’s chances of political success: command of
community resources; identification with the community represented; an
ability to shape the identity of the group to be led; continuity in leadership;
and exclusive or dominant representation of ethnic demands. The intensity
and form of nationalist politics is also affected by contextual factors, espe-
cially the realignment of political and social forces (as when an organization
based on class proves more attractive to members of an ethnic group than a
nationalist body), the willingness of élites from dominant ethnic groups to
share political power, and the availability of alternative political arenas,
such as federalism (Brass, 1991, pp. 49–62).

Thirdly, it is important not to underestimate the ideological, governmental
and repressive apparatus which the state can bring to bear on separatist
movements. Impressive powers are available to central governments in deal-
ing with separatist regions, in addition to the more obvious and risky strate-
gies of military coercion and the withholding of public funds. Governments
have the ability to conduct a census which defines social categories for the
purpose of internal comparisons. They have the authority to define the
issues and conflicts that are to be politically managed, and an internation-
ally recognized right to negotiate with the separatists. They control taxation
(and therefore redistribution), define economic strata, collect information
and invest capital. Governments have the right to control internal migration
which can ‘alter drastically the ethnic composition of certain regions,
usually diluting the indigenous populations and thus undermining possibly
separatist tendencies’ (Enloe, 1976, p. 82).

Central governments can also call on diplomatic, administrative and
political resources, blocking external sponsorship of separatist dissidents
and exploiting divisions within regional communities. Sometimes they add
foreign interference to the list of reasons for not conceding independence,
as in the case of India’s handling of the Kashmir crisis.

Finally, it should not be assumed that the international context is wholly
supportive of aspirant nation-states, though the conditions identified by Birch
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are undoubtedly significant and should inform further investigations. External
intervention can take the form of moral support, such as publicizing human
rights grievances, or material support such as economic and military aid. Such
assistance will be dependent on the supporting state’s strategic and other for-
eign policy objectives, its previous relationships with the ‘parent’ state, and
the presence of ethnic kinsmen within the supporting state’s own territory,
affecting, for example, India’s attitudes towards Tamil separatists in Sri Lanka
(Phadnis and Ganguly, 2001, pp. 312–47). The attitudes of world powers and
neighbouring states to Bangladesh and Biafra were important factors in the
contrasting outcomes of these two instances of secession (Wood, J. R., 1981,
pp. 130–1). External influences are usually critical to the outcome of inde-
pendence struggles (Wright, 1976, pp. 8–9; Tinker, 1981, p. 115). They were
conclusive in the history of the short-lived Kurdish Republic of 1946
(Ghassemlou, 1980; Roosevelt, 1980). While Eritrea’s secession depended
much more on the internal political situation than external support, its long-
term viability is dependent on international co-operation (Adam, 1994,
pp. 37–8). Concerned about oil supplies from Sudan, the government of the
United States is currently (2002) attempting to broker an agreement between
the Islamic Sudanese government and the southern secessionists which could
lead to power sharing, the separation of state and religion in the south, a fairer
allocation of oil revenues, an end to discrimination against non-Moslems, and
consequently an end to one of Africa’s longest civil wars.

But support from outside is a difficult commodity to acquire, even when
ethnic groups straddle national frontiers. In South East Asia, for instance,
there has been surprisingly little support for ethnic separatism from neigh-
bouring states when ethnic minorities are located in frontier regions.
Existing boundaries have been regarded as sacrosanct (McVey, 1984, p. 18).
Neighbouring states may be impressed by claims, such as Indonesia’s with
regard to the province of Aceh, that secession will cause regional instability
and insecurity. Securing external support for nationalist movements is
dependent on their ability to obtain foreign financial, diplomatic and politi-
cal backing, as well as their skill at publicizing their demands among the
international community, both governmental and non-governmental
(Phadnis and Ganguly, 2001, pp. 55–9).

Élites and class

It is a mistake to expect all sections of an ethnic minority to arrive at the
same conclusion after calculating the costs and benefits of integration.
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Cultural minorities are not homogeneous societies. Like all societies they
are socially stratified. Different classes in a peripheral community will
experience different costs and benefits from incorporation into a wider
economy, society and polity. A major influence on the degree of mobiliza-
tion of ethnic groups for nationalistic ends is the relationship between élites
and classes in the core and peripheral communities. One of the ways in
which national governments attempt to manage secessionist tendencies is
through alliances and collaboration with élites within national or ethnic
minorities (Brass, 1991, p. 256).

An economically dominant class within the minority community may be
well-integrated into the wider state and economy. Brass found that ‘locally
powerful economic, religious and political élites find it to their advantage to
co-operate with external authorities and adopt the language and culture of the
dominant ethnic group in order to maintain or enhance their own power’(1991,
p. 26). In the Kurdish region of Turkey, for example, the Kurdish landed class
and wealthy merchants have been integrated into the Turkish economy through
trade and investment in urban property and small-scale industry in the major
urban centres. Since the 1950s the Turkish authorities have needed less repres-
sion against the Kurds because the corruption and self-interest of the Kurdish
ruling class achieve the government’s aims for it (‘Kendal’, 1980). The newly
emerging Kurdish bourgeoisie also co-exists with the Turkish economic and
political élite, serving as a regional section of the Turkish commercial network
and enjoying representation within the national political parties.

Nationalism is often a weapon which regional élites use in their competi-
tion for national political power. Appeals to ethnic loyalties to build and sus-
tain political support may be a consequence of a struggle for power between
ethnic élites, rather than a cause of mobilization on the part of minority
groups. McVey demonstrates this from Indonesian experience of separatist
regionalism in the 1950s. This was not an assertion of primordial loyalties,
but an attempt to consolidate political support. Eventually the regionalist
movements came to nothing because their ethnic base was insufficiently
meaningful:

Both Sumatra and Sulawesi were patchworks of culturally, linguistically
and religiously diverse peoples, and the unification of either into a nation-
state would have replicated Indonesia’s problems in achieving consensus
among the claimants for power, with much less basis for credibility.
(McVey, 1984, p. 11)

In Nigeria, on the other hand, the reinforcement of political mobilization
on the basis of ethnicity by politicians exploiting growing inter-ethnic
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competition was a major factor in the descent into civil war (Melsom and
Wolpe, 1970).

Ethnic conflict reflects competition between élites for ‘political power,
economic benefits and social status’. In modernizing societies the develop-
ment of ethnic consciousness is heavily dependent upon industrialization,
the spread of literacy, urbanization and the growth of government employ-
ment opportunities, and the new social classes which such developments
produce. This is the way in which conflict between élites precipitates
nationalism – by challenging the distribution of resources and political
power between ethnic groups. According to Brass the potential for national-
ism is not realized ‘until some members from one ethnic group attempt to
move into the economic niches occupied by the rival ethnic group’ (Brass,
1991, p. 47). Secession is a strategy likely only to be adopted when minor-
ity élites have no chance of acquiring economic and political power within
the existing state and when there is a good chance of foreign support.

The bureaucracy can be another arena of ethnic conflict when trained and
educated people from minority groups (‘ambitious and qualified profession-
als’) find themselves excluded from bureaucratic occupations for which they
are qualified as the supply of such professionals outstrips the capacity of
bureaucracies to absorb them. The state bureaucracy can be particularly
discriminatory when the state itself is dominated by a core community.
Separatism provides ‘a new set of avenues to power and privilege for mem-
bers of strata hitherto excluded from a share in both’, especially when the
state in developing countries has boundaries that are recent and artificial, few
constitutional outlets for ‘minority grievances’, a lack of resources for help-
ing poor regions, and a form of government that is prone to discrimination
rather than conciliation (Smith, A. D., 1979, pp. 21–35). Nationalism will be
supported or opposed depending on whether people anticipate greater
wealth, power and prestige from independence, or feel that their welfare
depends on ties with the larger political unit (Hechter, 2000, pp. 117–24).

The case of secession by East Pakistan shows how responses to national-
ist demands for self-determination will depend upon the class interests in
the rest of the country. The landowning class in the West felt threatened by
the Eastern leadership’s proposal to tax hitherto exempt agricultural
incomes in order to provide development capital. The Western bourgeoisie
had an interest in retaining the East as a market for their manufactured
goods and as a source of foreign exchange earnings. At the same time, how-
ever, Western agriculture was becoming an increasingly profitable source of
investment to them, and they were concerned about revolutionary stirrings
in the East. It was mainly the bureaucratic–military oligarchy that opposed
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secession and used armed force in the attempt to prevent it. Punjabi bureau-
crats resented the promotion of Bengalis as a response to pressure from a
political movement seeking to redress the regional imbalance within senior
ranks. Regional autonomy also threatened their control over resources. The
army was even more directly threatened by regional autonomy, which
would have deprived the centre, responsible for defence, of funds. The
Awami League was committed to a substantial reduction in expenditure on
the military. The army’s hostility was further strengthened by its belief that
Bengali nationalism had been engineered by India to destabilize Pakistan.

The case of East Pakistan and Bengali nationalism is particularly illumi-
nating to the question of how different classes respond to regional dispari-
ties. In the 1960s the central government under President Ayub Khan
decided to create an East Pakistani bourgeoisie to provide the President with
a political base in the province and restrict the spread of socialist ideas.
Educated Bengalis with useful contacts in the bureaucracy and political
élite were given permits, licences, construction contracts, loans, official
support and equity. However, this new Bengali bourgeoisie also benefited
from the pressures created by Bengali nationalism, and so was inclined to
be favourably disposed towards it. Greater economic autonomy for the East
increased nationalism’s appeal among Bengali industrialists and business-
men when they found themselves unable to compete with the stronger West
Pakistan businesses. At the same time they were uncertain as to whether an
independent East Bengal could continue to provide the support and protec-
tion that the government of Pakistan could offer (Jahan, 1973, pp. 185–98).

One conclusion was that ‘the movement for independence in East Bengal
cannot, therefore be explained by reference to the aspirations of the Bengali
bourgeoisie’ (Alavi, 1971, p. 63). It existed before the Bengali bourgeoisie
was created. The class basis of the movement was mainly petty-bourgeois.
The urban salaried classes believed economic independence would reduce
prices by removing the power of West Pakistan cartels. Bengali bureaucrats
looked forward to freedom from the central government’s fiscal policies.
The radical intelligentsia supported autonomy because they believed it
would provide greater opportunity for economic reform in a region with few
indigenous capitalists. Alavi concluded that Bengali secession:

emphasises the political role in post-colonial societies of the educated
middle class, whose aspirations are directed primarily towards positions in
the bureaucratic–military oligarchy which dominates such societies. The
ideology of ‘national’ solidarity is put forward. … On the other hand,
under-privileged groups put forward their demands in the idiom of regional
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culture or linguistic or ethnic identity. These demands are reinforced by the
phenomenon of economic disparities which are a necessary concomitant of
the unevenness of capitalist development. (Alavi, 1971, p. 65)

Conclusion

Even if investigations are restricted to the Third World, the phenomenon with
which this chapter has been concerned is far too complex and diverse for sim-
ple generalizations of a causal nature to be arrived at. Each situation is unique
in what prompts nationalism, how central governments respond to nationalist
demands, and what further political forces are mobilized as a reaction to such
responses. There are important aspects of the subject that have hardly been
touched upon in this brief excursion, especially the internal dynamics of
separatist movements and the different organizations that make them up.

The outcomes of ethno-nationalism are affected by many factors including:

● the kind of political agenda which a nationalist movement has, whether
there is more than one, and what those agenda prescribe for the future
governance of the territory should independence be achieved;

● why nationalist movements persist despite the odds against success, and
what resources sustain them;

● the socio-economic make-up of the factions within ethnic communities
and nationalist movements that are prepared to negotiate for less than
complete separation and how these negotiations with the state authorities
are conducted;

● what diplomatic and economic relationships develop with the former ‘par-
ent’ state after independence has been achieved and how far they consti-
tute a continuation of earlier links and interdependencies between regions;

● how states attempt to manage ethnic separatism, the basis on which
minority élites are selected for collaboration and accommodation, and the
influence of such co-option on the movements involved in the struggle
for independence;

● whether the dominant cultural feature identifying a self-perceived
national group affects the structure of the nationalist movement and its
choice of strategy (how cultural identity affects political behaviour);

● the variability of nationalist movements in terms of organization, objec-
tives and strategy (including the extent to which they are prepared to
resort to violence); and

● how variations in the size, cohesiveness and mobilization of ethnic
communities can be specified and measured for comparative purposes.
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10
Instability and Revolution

Introduction

The number of military coups, civil wars, communal conflicts and other
manifestations of political instability in the Third World has been too great
not to attract a great deal of attention in the social sciences. Since 1945 both
inter-state and intra-state conflict (the latter far more common) moved from
the industrialized to the developing countries, a trend only slowed by the
outbreak of conflict in the states of the former Soviet bloc following the
demise of communist regimes (Singer, 1996, pp. 35–6).

How the scale and costs of political instability are calculated depends on
the indicators used to measure its frequency. Some indication of the size 
of the problem can be had from the study of civil wars, arguably evidence of
the highest level of conflict over the acceptability of a current regime and
therefore its stability. Civil wars account for nearly all the armed conflicts
since the Second World War, and in the last two decades of the twentieth
century there were on average 26 major armed conflicts per year. The
majority of these – some 93 per cent – have been in developing countries. In
1999 only two of the 27 were not in developing countries and only two were
conflicts between rather than within states.

The social and economic costs of such conflicts are enormous. More than
4 million people died as a result of violent conflicts in the 1990s, either
directly from military action or indirectly from the destruction of food sup-
plies and health facilities. In southern Africa alone the 1980s saw more than
1.5 million deaths from civil war. In the 1990s 25,000 casualties from land-
mines occurred worldwide every year. At the end of the 1990s over 40,000
Angolan citizens were physically handicapped, mainly as a result of land-
mines (Mohammed, 1999, p. 5). Sierra Leone’s 10-year civil war cost some
200,000 lives and left one in five of the population as refugees.
Life expectancy is down to 33 years. Sudan’s civil war has cost more than
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2 million lives and displaced more than 4 million others. Colombia has
experienced nearly 40 years of civil war. In 1994 some 800,000 Tutsi died
in just three months of ethnic conflict in central Africa.

It has been estimated that civil war causes GDP per capita to decline by
2.2 per cent per year, the result of a loss of production from the destruction
of transport networks, capital stock, physical capital, infrastructure and nat-
ural resources. Highly skilled workers are driven to emigrate. The economic
damage from political instability is soon felt. For example, it took only a
few months in 2002 for the instability in Madagascar to deter investment
and destroy jobs in the textile industry, at a cost to one of the world’s poorest
countries of £10 million a day.

Another cost is the ‘culture of violence’ that develops from the break-
down of government, the dislocation of civil society, the violation of human
rights and the growth of corruption. For example, since Nepal’s Maoist
insurgency began in 1996 there have been 4,000 casualties, poverty has
increased, civil rights have been suspended or arbitrarily abused by the
security services, and children have been pressganged as soldiers. Children
in Burundi are also forced by the militias to fight. The southern part of the
Sudan is called an ‘ethics-free zone’ by aid agencies, such is the scale of
civilian abuse by the government. Vigilante and paramilitary groups prolif-
erate, either with the tacit support of the government or beyond its control,
as in Colombia where there is collusion between the military and right-wing
paramilitaries. Military expenditure increases at the expense of government
spending on social services and economic development, in turn leading to
further hardship, insecurity, and ‘crowding out’ of social expenditure to
finance spending on law and order (Mohammed, 1999).

Conceptual difficulties

It is not surprising then that considerable effort has been expended 
on explaining political instability in the Third World. But the concept of
‘stability’ is fraught with difficulties which need to be recognized before a
proper evaluation of causal explanations can be made.

First, ‘stability’ is a highly normative concept. What is instability for one
person might well constitute the welcome overthrow of a detestable regime
for another. (Many in the West welcomed instability in communist Eastern
Europe and the Soviet Union.) The USA has long been actively engaged in
destabilizing regimes that it does not like. One person’s stability is another
person’s repression. It is not easy to exclude values from the analysis of
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political stability. Outside the Marxist tradition, instability is seen as
deviancy, a slip on the path to progress. It is an aberration that has to be
explained. In the Marxist tradition, instability is accepted as inevitable in
the progression of history. Class conflict is an unavoidable stage in the
movement of society towards its end-state. Crisis is the inevitable conse-
quence of the contradictions of economic development.

Consequently some would argue that it is not possible to handle the con-
cept in a scientific way at all. An analytical obsession with instability simply
indicates a preference for the regime that is under threat. Understanding a
particular type of political change, especially one that often entails violence,
loss of life and severe economic dislocation, has to be based on an objective
analysis of the conditions leading to such change. This is not easy when there
are so many values at stake when political instability is experienced.

Secondly, there is the question of whether the analysis should be con-
cerned with stable government or stable democratic government. Interest
has not concentrated exclusively on the travails of democracy. Whereas the
attention of political science focused on the preconditions of stable democ-
racy in the 1950s and early 1960s, interest shifted in the 1960s and 1970s to
a concern with political order, whether in democracies or other types of
regime. In the 1970s US political science in particular concentrated more on
the prerequisites of order and control, rather than pluralism and democracy,
revealing a strong ideological impulse (Leys, 1982).

Concern for the maintenance of regimes and élites, political order and
stability in policy-making arose from changing political realities in the
Third World, the pessimism which developed during the first Development
Decade, and perceptions of continuing external influence over supposedly
independent nation-states and sovereign governments. Attention concen-
trated on the policy-making capabilities of national élites, their ability to
bargain with foreign interests, and the need for centralized government.
Successful governmental interventions were seen to be obstructed by com-
petition between national and local élites and passive traditionalism. High
rates of growth were seen as requiring authoritarianism, democracies appar-
ently having relatively poor economic records both in terms of growth and
distribution (Higgott, 1983, pp. 19–39; Huntington, 1987). However, cross-
national quantitative studies indicate that coercion provokes rather than
deters political violence, especially if the repression is not total but permits
some political mobilization by opposition groups (Muller and Seligson,
1987). So authoritarianism cannot guarantee stability.

Stability is still sometimes seen as an end in itself, if not regardless of the
regime involved, then at least with grudging respect for what can be achieved
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with less than full democracy. Consider, for example, the reference by
Diamond to political restructuring in Malaysia, which has limited political
competition and restricted freedom of expression: ‘While this restructuring
has levelled parliamentary democracy down to semi-democratic status, it has
also brought considerable ethnic peace, political stability and socioeconomic
prosperity’ (1989, p. 2).

It has also to be recognized that stable democracy might be replaced by
stable authoritarianism or even a stable regime which may not conform to
some definitions of democracy, particularly those entailing multi-partyism,
but which would be regarded by few as authoritarian. The failure of democ-
racy should not be equated with the breakdown of stable government. It may
simply be that a particular definition of democracy determines the scale of
the failure, as in Diamond’s analysis of the ‘failure’ of democracy in Sub-
Saharan Africa where, by the early 1970s, multi-party democracy had disap-
peared in all but Botswana, Gambia and Mauritius (Diamond, 1988, p. 5).

Handling the concept of stability is made difficult by the fact that it is
often used in a way which fails to distinguish between countries that have
experienced the overthrow of a democratic regime and its replacement with
a stable but authoritarian one, and countries where there is constant civil
disorder and change of regime. Much of the concern for the health of
democracy over the past 30 years has been prompted by tendencies to ‘drift
away’ from democratic standards rather than a drift into instability, though
the two trends are usually closely related. Huntington fell into this trap
when he cited ‘going communist’ as evidence that Cuba and the Indian State
of Kerala were unstable (Huntington, 1965, p. 406).

Thirdly, there is the problem of finding a satisfactory operational defini-
tion of ‘stability’. Various indicators have been employed, such as the
turnover rate for chief executives, deaths from internal group violence per
million population, and the total number of violent incidents (Russett,
1964). Attempts have been made to measure the aggression of groups
within the political system, the longevity of governments, and the constitu-
tionality of governmental acts (for reviews see Hurwitz, 1973 and Ake,
1974). None of these completely captures a sense of what is involved in
political instability. Even when political structures change, it may not nec-
essarily be destabilizing. Ake’s formulation of instability in terms of mem-
bers of society deviating from ‘the behaviour patterns that fall within the
limits imposed by political role expectations’ has the advantage of extend-
ing the types of events that are to be considered beyond the élite interactions
which are conventionally regarded as indicators of political instability –
coups, electoral violence, political assassinations and so on – as well as
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acknowledging that what is destabilizing to one political structure may not
be to another. For example, a refusal of leaders to seek an electoral mandate
may be destabilizing to a constitutional democracy, but not to a hereditary
monarchy (Ake, 1974, 1975; Castles, 1974).

Some indicators of political instability appear unhelpful when their
occurrence coincides with the persistence of regimes. There may be fre-
quent and serious political violence, perhaps associated with communal
identities as in India, yet the system of government survives. It may be that
instability can only be understood in retrospect. But this can only be done if
instability is defined as events leading to the collapse of a regime (as distinct
from a government or policy). Indicators of political instability should be
taken as important and costly events whose causes and consequences
deserve to be understood regardless of whether they lead to the breakdown
of a regime. So the violent transfer from one form of government (e.g.
democracy) to another (e.g. military rule) is only one of the consequences
of civil war, riots, communal or religious conflicts and other forms of
unconstitutional behaviour.

Fourthly, there is the time factor. In addition to knowing what it is a coun-
try must remain free from, it is necessary to specify some time period dur-
ing which it must remain free from destabilizing factors for it to be labelled
stable. It is difficult to know how to decide objectively on the timing of
instability, especially when a brief period of conflict can bring down one
regime (e.g. the Marcos regime in the Philippines) while years of recurring
political violence are accompanied by stable democracy (e.g. India).

Despite such difficulties, much effort has been made to explain political
instability, broadly conceived as the failure of a system of government to
persist over a prolonged period. These explanations will now be examined.

Affluence and poverty

First, increasing affluence is said to improve the chance of stability, especially
in countries with democratic regimes. Conversely, absolute poverty has been
seen as a major cause of political instability. For example, writing about Asia,
Brecher stated that ‘people who live at the margin of subsistence are either
indifferent or hostile to government … it remains true for most of the new
Asian states that all-pervasive poverty undermines government of any kind’
(1963, p. 623). Poor countries are thus more likely to suffer more political
violence than rich ones. Kenya is a current example. Half the population live
below the poverty line, and the unemployment rate is over 70 per cent.
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Organized crime is increasing, and banditry in the provinces is extensive.
Violence is on the increase – in December 2001 alone, 148 Kenyans died in
political conflicts between ethnic groups. Violence accompanies electoral
politics – in the run up to the 1992 elections over 1,500 people were killed. 
So as a country becomes richer and per capita incomes increase, political
instability should be eased.

However, there have been many poor and underdeveloped countries with
stable political systems. What they have had in common is authoritarian
rather than democratic regimes. In fact it seems that the poorer the dictator-
ship the more stable it is likely to be. It also seems feasible that political 
stability might cause affluence and economic growth rather than be the con-
sequence of it. Some politically stable nations achieved stability before they
achieved their affluence. Similarly, some totalitarian regimes have also been
able to produce stability before economic development.

Poverty and political stability can coexist because of the many constraints
on effective political action by the poor in defence of their rights and inter-
ests. Even with the right to vote, the power of the ballot box is easily emas-
culated by electoral frauds of one kind or another. In poor societies votes
can still easily be bought. Poverty also means that successful appeals to the
judiciary against the economically powerful and their allies in the bureau-
cracy when they obstruct the implementation of government reforms are
rarely made because of the social and financial costs involved.

Political mobilization of the poor is limited by their isolation as economic
actors, such as peasants working their own land with their own labour in scat-
tered fields. Similar experiences may be felt in some industrial situations,
such as mining, where workers are isolated in industrial villages and provided
with their needs at the point of employment. They may become unionized,
and that may constitute an important basis for political agitation. But union
activity may be restricted to concerns in the workplace rather than political
issues that affect people in their other roles. The political strength of numeri-
cally weak industrial workers in the Third World is further limited by the frag-
mented structure of small firms which creates ‘obstacles to a strong collective
organization of the working class’. Awareness of growing inequalities may
breed a degree of radicalism, but this is easily contained by state repression
and by clientelist and populist modes of political incorporation ‘which facili-
tate state control and regimentation’ (Mouzelis, 1989, pp. 20–6). In the infor-
mal sector of the urban economy households and units of production are
also isolated. Separate producers act in isolation to acquire minimal levels of
capital, confronting antagonistic social classes in isolation – landlords, mer-
chants, money-lenders, bureaucrats, and wholesalers who can exploit and
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further weaken them because of clientelist relationships. Class, or even group,
consciousness is difficult to create as a basis for political organization.

The poor are also in competition with each other, rather than sharing 
a common experience that can form a basis for a common sense of identity
and exploitation (Wolfe, 1968; Harris, 1970, p. 20). The experience of
poverty, far from acting to unify people, intensifies the competition for
scarce resources – rights to land occupancy, land purchase or rent, employ-
ment, loans, and access to grazing, water and implements. The members of
the informal sector are in competition for cheap items with which to trade.
Such experiences do not lead to solidarity among such people. Solidarity is
further undermined for those who have exchanged rural for urban poverty
by the precariousness of their existence in shantytowns and the constant
threat of eviction. Tribal attachments, encouraged by the competitiveness of
urban life and employment, have been a major source of conflict among the
rural and urban poor in Africa. Competition for jobs has been an especially
potent force in exacerbating ethnic rivalries, and ethnic associations have
been one way of providing mutual support and protection for immigrants
into the urban areas (Post, 1972, p. 248).

The daily grind of hard manual labour leaves little opportunity to take
part in political activity. The intensity of this problem is especially great
for women. Poor women in Third World societies have heavy domestic
chores in addition to cultivating, marketing, and engaging in wage labour.
This may include carrying large quantities of water long distances to serv-
ice the home. With energy consumed at such a rate and inadequately replen-
ished by a poor diet, it is not easy to persuade people to spend what little
free time they have travelling by foot to and from political meetings.
The physical effort and malnourishment experienced by the poor cannot
sustain political activism.

There are also great risks for the poor in political participation, especially
alienating the people upon whom one is dependent – landlord, employer,
money-lender, and people of higher status (Migdal, 1974, p.  233). These are
all participants in the local political process whose interests may be threat-
ened by successful political agitation by the poor. Relations of dependency
support the poor through systems of reciprocal obligations within the tradi-
tional framework of the local community. Kinsmen will help in times of
need and adversity. Kinship networks consist of rich and poor, making it
difficult for poor people to engage in political activism which appears
threatening to their own kin. Similarly political action may be seen as put-
ting other members of the kinship group at risk, even though the objective is
the improvement of conditions for people of that class. Kinship ties cut
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across class lines, further reducing political consciousness (Wolfe, 1968).
Political action also risks severe repression by the state.

The potential for political organization and communication on the part of
the poor is further reduced by low levels of literacy and education, extreme
parochialism, and respect for traditional authority, religion and custom.
Access to the mass media is limited. It is also difficult to organize and
unionize when there are substantial reserve armies of labour available to
much better organized employers. Women may feel reluctant to join male-
dominated organizations such as trade unions. Another factor inhibiting
political organization, whether of workers or peasants, is that leadership
needs to be drawn from people with education and experience outside the
countryside and from the intelligentsia (Migdal, 1974, pp. 223, 232; Shanin,
1982, p. 311). In parts of Latin America the Roman Catholic clergy have
provided badly needed leadership, organization and consciousness-raising.

Finally the poor experience cultural subordination, sometimes originat-
ing in colonial racialism. Domination is exercised through ideological
devices which confer subordinate status on exploited groups such as
indigenous Latin Americans, untouchables and tribals in India, and women
in most countries. An important task of such ideology is to instil the belief
that subordination is natural and irreversible.

The rate of growth

An alternative hypothesis is that the rate of economic growth is crucial to
political stability. The more rapid the rate of development, the more difficult
it is to maintain stability (Huntington, 1968). Rapid economic growth
produces social groups that find themselves left behind in the progress being
made. Their skills, occupations and economic activities become less impor-
tant than they were. When a society is modernizing and transforming its econ-
omy from subsistence or small-scale production via industrialization or the
commercialization of agriculture, and introducing new technology, formerly
important groups find themselves excluded from the new economic opportu-
nities. For example, peasant proprietors may be turned into a rural proletariat.
Discontent arises from a loss of status and autonomy. Economic development
produces opportunities for social mobility by releasing the bonds that
positioned people in a social order. New economic roles create new opportu-
nities for economic independence for individuals who in a traditional society
would not expect to enjoy them. The unity and bonds of family, kin group and
village community are undermined by these new roles and values.
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When those new roles recognized in the modern economic context fail to
receive recognition in the traditional context, they come into conflict with
those who are being displaced from their positions of status and power by
the new sets of values – village elders, tribal chiefs, traditional healers,
magicians, craftsmen, priests (Pirages, 1976, ch. 3). Such groups are dis-
placed by people whose ties with their extended families, castes, classes and
kinship groups are being loosened by the processes of industrialization and
commercialism. Subsistence agriculture and cottage industries become less
significant in the wider economy, and the significance of the village as a
community is weakened. Communities that consist of atomized individuals
are brought into existence. The conflicts that are generated by such devel-
opments may be reduced by continuing bonds of ethnicity. But these them-
selves may then become competitors for the rewards available under the
new economic arrangements and a new focal point for political conflict
which the system may not be able to contain (Pye, 1966; Huntington, 1968).

In moving from an economy based on agriculture to an economy based
on manufacturing there is a shift of population from rural to urban areas. In
industrializing countries with high rates of economic growth and with
industrial capital derived from surpluses generated one way or another from
the commercialization of agriculture, one is likely to find rapid urbaniza-
tion. What is happening in the countryside will dislocate life there, remov-
ing livelihoods from people and displacing rural populations that have to
seek work in urban centres.

The new urban areas of the Third World harbour extremism and activism.
High levels of unemployment are found. Urban people are attracted to volatile
forms of political expression. Urban political organizations provide opportu-
nities for power, status and social mobility to otherwise underprivileged
groups, so political activism becomes even more attractive. When cities are
full of ‘marginalized’ people, the opportunity costs of political activism may
be very low. With poverty, unemployment, inequalities of income, insecurity,
bad working conditions and poor health, accompanied by a lack of govern-
mental provision for the poor and by disparities in political power that exac-
erbate disparities in wealth, it is not surprising that the process of urbanization
is thought to be a major cause of political instability in the Third World.

Rapid economic development also means that mass movements seeking
fundamental political change will be made up from people whose bonds to
the established order are changing. Rapid economic growth increases the
number of such déclassés: by changing the methods of production and the
distribution of income, and by weakening the bonds of family, class, caste,
tribe and guild. The nouveaux riches use their economic power to challenge
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the social and political order. The nouveaux pauvres resent their poverty,
a particularly significant fact given that economic growth can significantly
increase the number of losers. Rapid growth concentrates material gains in
relatively few hands as prices increase faster than wages and technological
change replaces people with machines. At such times, and especially in the
early stages of industrialization, there are unlikely to be welfare arrange-
ments to compensate for economic hardship. There will also be those who,
though making some absolute gains from economic growth, find that their
relative position has deteriorated, a further source of dissatisfaction and of
contradiction between the structure of economic and political power. Fur-
thermore, levels of consumption can decline with rapid economic growth.
Standards of living may have to be reduced to produce the required rate of sav-
ings. Consequently ‘it is economic stability – the absence of rapid economic
growth or rapid economic decline – that should be regarded as conducive to
social and political tranquillity’ (Olson, 1963, p. 550).

This convincing a priori reasoning has been queried in view of the
growth rates in many Western countries since 1945 which have been higher
than at any previous period in their histories without causing political insta-
bility (Castles, 1974). The fact that there are examples of countries which
have experienced high rates of economic growth and political stability, in
Europe and Scandinavia, suggests that there are other influences being felt
in developing countries.

Crude models of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ society must also be avoided.
Ake points out that role confusion and disorientation can stimulate group
identity and associational sentiments rather than cause hostility and alien-
ation. Industrialization can be integrative, creating new foundations for social
linkages, such as class. Social differentiation can eliminate sources of conflict
and reduce tension. New forms of political participation can be supportive
rather than destabilizing. The fact that economic modernization can generate
instability does not mean that it necessarily will (Ake, 1974, pp. 576–84).

In developing countries it would seem that there are circumstances
which, when combined with rapid growth, produce political instability. It
may also be that political stability makes it possible for a country to enjoy a
high rate of economic growth. If political stability and high rates of growth
go hand in hand in advanced industrialized countries, it does not necessar-
ily follow that this would be the case in poor agrarian societies. Booth’s
research on Central America found that rapid growth in agriculture together
with industrialization reduced the relative and absolute living standards of
the working class, who then revolted against their governments. Only when,
as in Costa Rica and Honduras, governments responded with policies to
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reduce inequalities and increase the real value of wages, did popular protest
subside. Where the state responded with repression (Nicaragua, El Salvador
and Guatemala) ‘opposition mobilization and unity increased and led to a
broad, rebellious challenge to regime sovereignty’ (Booth, 1991).

The revolution of rising expectations

A period of rapid economic growth can be followed by an economic down-
turn. Then there may be a ‘revolution of rising expectations’ meaning that if
there is a set-back in prosperity after a period of rapidly rising economic
growth, frustration would be experienced by people whose expectations are
rising faster than can be satisfied by the economy. This frustration among
people who are denied the increase in the standard of living which they had
anticipated can be politically destabilizing, because of the ways in which
their frustration is likely to be expressed. Building upon Marx’s observation
that we measure our desires and pleasures by social comparison and not 
by the objects that provide the satisfaction, and de Tocqueville’s conclusion
that ‘Evils which are patiently endured when they seem inevitable become
intolerable when once the idea of escape from them is suggested’, Davies
offers a largely psychological explanation of one particular kind of instabil-
ity which postulates that: ‘Revolutions are most likely to occur when a pro-
longed period of objective economic and social development is followed by
a short period of sharp reversal’ (Davies, 1972, pp. 136–7).

The reversal in economic circumstances produces anxiety and frustration
as an intolerable gap opens up between what people expect and what they
actually get. ‘Political stability and instability are ultimately dependent on a
state of mind, a mood, in a society … it is the dissatisfied state of mind
rather than the tangible provision of “adequate” supplies of food, equality,
or liberty which produces the revolution’ (Davies, 1972, p. 137). Depri-
vation, it is argued, does not lead to revolution, but rather a sudden decline
in the opportunities to continue improving one’s condition in line with
expectations. A ‘revolutionary state of mind’ requires an expectation of
improvements in the satisfaction of needs (for physical, social and political
benefits) to be under ‘a persistent, unrelenting threat’. The ‘crucial factor’ is
the fear that ‘ground gained over a long period of time will be quickly lost’.
The relationship between expectations of needs satisfaction and their actual
satisfaction can be demonstrated by a J curve (see Figure 10.1).

Davies claims that this theory fits not only the American, French and
Russian revolutions, but also the Egyptian revolution of 1952 after a series of
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strikes, peasant uprisings and urban riots was rounded off by a coup d’état by
army officers. He points out that expectations of improvements began in
1922 with a grant of limited independence by the British, and continued with
industrialization and an increase in exports following the Second World War.
Expectations of continued progress were dashed between 1945 and 1951 by
a collapse in the world demand for cotton, unemployment among a third of
the work force, high inflation, humiliating defeat by the new state of Israel,
government corruption and shortages of wheat and oil. The promises made
by nationalist groups contribute to such problems when the anticipated ben-
efits of independence failed to materialize.

The current threat to political stability in Argentina fits this model. Relative
affluence seemed to be secured when hyper-inflation was brought to an end,
exchange controls abolished, state monopolies privatized, and the peso
pegged to the US dollar. However, this was suddenly threatened by a sharp
increase in the value of the dollar, making Argentinian exports dearer, with
deflationary consequences. This was exacerbated by the growing cost of serv-
icing the country’s international debts. A policy of ‘zero deficit’ was urged by
the IMF which has meant reducing the salaries and pensions of state employ-
ees by 13 per cent and cutting back on investment, further slowing economic
growth. Devaluing the peso was hugely to the disadvantage of the middle
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class as businesses closed and bank accounts were frozen. Unemployment
reached 25 per cent by mid-2002. Social hardship among the poor increased,
including malnutrition among a quarter of young children. Over 53 per cent
of the population are below the poverty line. The consequence of such a sud-
den downturn in people’s welfare led to strikes, looting, violent demonstra-
tions, growing levels of crime and a loss of faith in democracy.

Other contemporary factors leading to perceptions of a widening gap
between achieved and expected levels of welfare include environmental
problems such as deforestation and land degradation leading to lower levels
of economic output and the displacement of communities (Mohammed,
1999, pp. 3–4).

Foreign influences

Some explanations of instability emphasize the importance of foreign fac-
tors. In Latin America debt and dependency have destabilizing implications
as they affect the legitimacy of governments by adversely affecting their eco-
nomic performance. However, more overtly political factors act independ-
ently of such economic influences or mediate their impact. International
demonstration and diffusion may be important, as in the case of the Cuban
revolution within Latin America, military coups in neighbouring countries,
or the attitude of the USA towards dictators and democracies. Aid is increas-
ingly used as a weapon against political practices, albeit in the direction of
democracy. External threats, real or perceived, to a country’s security have
fostered authoritarianism, militarization and curbs on civil liberties.

Ethnicity

The destabilizing effect of economic and social modernization is related to
another factor that has received extensive attention. This is ethnicity and 
the problems that many societies have had when loyalty to an ethnic group
transcends loyalty to a new state. As we saw in Chapter 9, that problem is
sometimes referred to as the crisis of integration or nation-building. Nation-
building is sometimes seen as an ethical and psychological activity
designed to reorientate people’s loyalties towards a new political entity. But
primordial attachments based on tribe, language, religion or race have been
and still are enormously powerful in most regions of the Third World. They
have been extremely divisive, and frequently lead to armed insurgency.
Ethnic demands are currently the most important source of violent political
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conflict in the Third World, ranging from secession to equal rights, greater
political participation, an end to economic and social discrimination, and
the protection of cultural traditions. Democratization in multi-ethnic soci-
eties is extremely problematic (Horowitz, 1994; Gurr and Harff, 1994).

The problem of national integration occurred when new states came into
existence and primary political loyalties were focused on groups other than
the national community. So public authorities had difficulty in sustaining a
sense of legitimacy because the nation, its political institutions and its meth-
ods of government did not enjoy the same level of legitimacy as more 
primary points of attachment (Saravanamuttu, 1989, p. 2).

In addition, ethnic conflict has had its origins in historic antagonisms (for
example, Sinhalese and Tamils in Sri Lanka), competition for scarce resources
(especially employment), the disproportionate benefits from modernization
enjoyed by some ethnic groups (for example, the Ibo in Nigeria), and exclusive
ethnic occupational specialization and ‘division of labour’. Colonial discrimi-
nation left legacies of ethnic hierarchies and disparities in material well-being
(such as the Baganda in Uganda). Fears of political domination have been
exacerbated by the exclusive right to rule claimed by some ethnic groups (such
as the Pushtuns of Afghanistan) and by the designation of a single language as
‘official’ (as with Malay in Malaysia) (Horowitz, 1985, pp. 95 ff).

Whether ethnic diversity threatens political stability depends very much on
how it is structured and managed. The type and extent of ethnic conflict is
determined by the level of group cohesion (affected by the strength of griev-
ance and the group’s regional concentration), the strategies and tactics of lead-
ers (particularly the use of violence), the type of political system confronted
(its level of democracy), and external encouragement (Gurr and Harff, 1994,
pp. 84–7). Ethnicity is reduced in significance when there are cross-cutting
identities rather than a correspondence between ethnic, religious, regional and
linguistic cleavages. Instability is also more likely where there are a few large
ethnic groups whose conflicts dominate politics, and less likely when there is
a multiplicity of small ethnic groups – compare Nigeria and Tanzania in this
regard. The cultural pluralism which has been cited as almost a hallmark of
political underdevelopment has often meant a lack of consensus about politi-
cal values. There is then what is often regarded as a crisis of political culture.

The political culture

This leads to a consideration of a group of influences on stability that are
explicitly political. One explanation of instability has been in terms of the
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political cultures found in Third World societies. A landmark in this line of
analysis was an attitude survey carried out in the early 1960s by Almond
and Verba, the results of which were published as The Civic Culture in
1963. Samples of people from different societies held to be at different
stages of political development were interviewed to test how strong their
commitment to their political system was.

The political culture is usually defined as the way people evaluate and
judge political acts and institutions (Pye and Verba, 1965; Kavanagh, 1972;
Rosenbaum, 1975). It is a system of beliefs, values and ideals about the way
a system of government should function. Subject to some variations, ‘polit-
ical culture’ refers to standards of evaluation about the rules of the political
game. Some political scientists have limited the concept to values concern-
ing the procedures of politics, and how political leaders should be selected,
how they ought to behave, and how authoritative decisions ought to be
made. Others, such as Almond, add to this the scope of government action
and the legitimacy of government intervention in certain areas of social and
economic activity.

Cultural values will include the means for transferring power and the
legitimate boundaries of the state. Nationalism and secession are the conse-
quence of values about territorial boundaries and where they ought to be
drawn. Ideas about personal political involvement, about who is entitled to
participate and about whether political action is likely to be effective within
a given political system also form part of the political culture. Included too
are attitudes towards other participants and their roles as political actors. 
A political culture may not endorse the involvement and participation of all
sections of society. For example, women may be excluded.

The idea of shared values in the context of cultural heterogeneity as being
a major problem for Third World states is closely related to the importance
attached to the political culture as a source of either consensus or conflict.
Stability is seen as a consequence of a widely accepted set of values and 
orientations towards the political system (Diamond, 1993a, pp. 427–8).

Reservations have been expressed about the concept of political culture
and explanations of change in terms of it. First there is a problem of causal-
ity in assuming that certain types of political culture are conducive to the
maintenance of certain sorts of political system, and that if there is no con-
gruence between culture and system the system will change as a result of
being undermined by a lack of consensus and legitimacy. Political culture
must not be viewed too deterministically (Diamond, 1993b, pp. 9–10).
There is a presupposition in much of the literature that the line of causality
runs in this direction.
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There is a further problem with the argument that instability stems from
the plurality of political cultures found in many Third World societies and
the transformation of a set of relatively discrete communities, with their
own sets of values about how government should be conducted and, in par-
ticular, the legitimacy and trustworthiness of other actors in the system, into
a nation. This is that a good deal of the political instability which Third
World countries have experienced would seem to coincide with widely
shared values. The idea that the only way to protect one’s own interests is to
acquire and hold on to a monopoly of power to the complete exclusion
where possible of other groups, has characterized the behaviour of many
political movements in the post-independence era, as it did the behaviour of
some of the fragmented nationalist movements fighting for independence.
Because of the significance of the state in social and economic terms it has
been the object of attention of political groups seeking to monopolize
power, rather than share it in a spirit of trust with other groups. Such widely
disseminated attitudes towards power have been very destabilizing.

So if some shared values are conducive to stability and others are not, the
use of the concept of culture implying shared values as an explanation of
stability no longer works. At the very least it becomes a circular argument:
stability occurs if members of society share values conducive to stability. It
depends what those shared values are. It is not enough to say that a society
will be stable when a sufficiently large number of people share common
values about how to conduct political affairs.

This is quite apart from the problem of how many is enough. Writers on
political culture acknowledge that in any particular society one is likely to
find more than one set of beliefs about the role of government in society, the
way it should be conducted, and the proper political roles of different sec-
tions of the community. The question of what proportion of society there
must be supporting one view of how government should be conducted
before there can be said to be sufficient consensus to sustain a political sys-
tem that corresponds to those shared values, is left unanswered. How homo-
geneous does the culture have to be, and how widely shared?

Another difficulty arises if we assume that there is a crisis of legitimacy
when some proportion of society feels that the rules of government lack
moral authority and so dispute them, not seeing it as immoral to manipulate
the constitution for its own ends. It is not easy to predict, simply by knowing
that they believe some or all of those rules to lack moral worth, how far peo-
ple will deviate from the established norms. People might believe that the
rules do not deserve their moral approval without being prepared to break
them. This is a universal dilemma in politics. A system can lose moral
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authority if it is proved easy to abuse. But acting contrary to some rules
because others are being bent and broken may be more damaging than going
along with the outcomes of the rules as they are presently being played.

This creates another problem for the idea of the political culture as a
determinant of stability. If it is not possible to know how far people will
deviate simply because they lack moral respect for government, it is equally
impossible to know whether when they deviate it is because of that lack. In
the Third World there is frequent flouting of the rules, with electoral mal-
practices very widespread. Does this signify a crisis of legitimacy? It does
not always lead to instability, unless instability is defined as breaking the
rules. So it again does not seem to be a very useful theoretical explanation
to say that if consensus is lacking, there will be political instability.

Finally the concept of political culture implies that attitudes and feelings
about politics reflect rational choices and high levels of awareness about
what a political system means as far as individual interests are concerned.
There is no place for the idea of false consciousness or hegemony. Yet what
people believe to be in their interest in terms of structures of government
may be ideas and values that are promulgated by socio-economic groups
intent on maintaining their own domination. Alternative sets of values
would undermine that dominance. The political culture literature to some
extent takes that notion on board with the idea of socialization and the way
sets of political values are passed from one generation to another. But
socialization is described as a generational process rather than as a class
problem, whereby one generation passes on to another values that are con-
trary to their class interests. The idea of political power being in part
expressed through false consciousness and an ability to gain acceptance of
ways of organizing society has very wide implications throughout the study
of politics. The political consciousness of specific groups in Third World
societies is an important issue if we are to understand why so much depri-
vation, injustice and inequality is accepted in societies where such features
are most severe. The political culture idea does not really tackle what must
be regarded as an important dimension of political power.

Inequality

A proposition concerning political instability which can be traced back to
Aristotle is that equality in society will secure peace and stability (Pinkney,
1993, pp. 86–90). This should be very relevant to the Third World where
there are ‘deep, cumulative social inequalities’ (Diamond et al., 1990, p. 19).
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While trends in inequality in the Third World do not follow any regional
pattern, overall inequality has increased over the last 30 years, particularly
because of increases in countries with large populations, such as China. The
scale of the problem in developing countries is illustrated by a comparison
of the percentage shares of income of the poorest and richest 20 per cent of
the population in countries with the highest and lowest levels of inequality.
The countries with the lowest inequality are not the richest in the world and
those with the highest levels are not always the poorest. But none of the
countries with low inequality is in the Third World.

Table 10.1 suggests that if inequality is a source of political instability,
Third World countries are faced with a serious problem; but that relative
equality can be associated with instability, too, though evidently mainly in
countries in transition from communism to democracy.

A commonsense view suggests that if there are profound inequalities
there will be resentment and discontent with a system of decision-making
that is unable to redress the imbalance or is controlled by those intent on
preserving the status quo. Maldistribution of income is likely to be a strong
predictor of political violence, not least because it will be felt more strongly
among the urban poor who are more able to mobilize collectively.

There is some evidence supporting a relationship between political insta-
bility in poor countries and material inequality, such as in land-holdings
(Rueschmeyer et al., 1992). Studies have found the poorest countries with
unequal land distribution are less stable than countries that have inequalities
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Table 10.1 Inequalities of income and consumption: percentage shares
of income and consumption, poorest and richest 20 per cent of population,

high and low income countries

Low income Lowest Highest High income Lowest Highest
20% 20% 20% 20%

Bolivia 1.9 61.8 Austria 10.4 33.3
Honduras 1.6 61.8 Belarus 11.4 33.3
Paraguay 1.9 60.7 Bulgaria 10.1 36.8
Sierra Leone 1.1 63.4 Czech Rep. 10.3 35.9
Brazil 2.6 63.0 Finland 10.0 35.8
Central African Rep. 2.0 65.0 Hungary 10.0 34.4
Guinea-Bissau 2.1 58.9 Japan 10.6 35.7
Nicaragua 2.3 63.6 Slovak Rep. 11.9 31.4

SOURCE: Data taken from latest available survey year, World Bank (2001),
table 2.8, pp. 70–2.



in land but also have alternative sources of wealth and reasonable levels of
income (Russett, 1964; Huntington, 1968). This relates to the economic
backwardness argument that poor countries cannot produce enough wealth
to satisfy all needs, whereas richer countries satisfy basic needs and make
the standard of living of the poorest reasonable and not too insecure.

However, other studies using political violence as an indicator of insta-
bility and land ownership as a measure of inequality have shown that while
maldistribution of land ownership, including high levels of landlessness,
have preceded revolutionary violence in Nicaragua and El Salvador, other
countries in the same region (Cost Rica and Panama) with similar inequali-
ties remained relatively non-violent and stable. Agrarian inequality may not
act independently but simply be part of inequality in the overall distribution
of income (Muller and Seligson, 1987, p. 443). How land inequality is
measured is also an important consideration, since landlessness, rather than
the distribution of land among the landed population, might be a better pre-
dictor of instability, since high levels of landlessness preceded political vio-
lence and even revolution in Mexico (1911), China (1941), Cuba (1959) and
Bolivia (1952). However, extensive cross-national multivariate analysis has
revealed the relationship between landlessness and political violence to be
statistically insignificant (Muller et al., 1989, pp. 577–8).

The converse argument is that stable countries have relatively egalitarian
distributions of income. But it has to be recognized that the hypothesis
would seem to be falsified by inegalitarian societies that have nevertheless
experienced considerable stability. India would be a case in point, fre-
quently cited as a stable democracy, at least in Third World terms. It obvi-
ously depends on how stability is measured.

Evidently not all inequality is threatening to the status quo. Gender
inequality is the most visible example of this. Discrimination against women
in politics (and in other walks of life) is the defining characteristic of gender
relations in the Third World (as in most other countries). Women’s citizen-
ship is limited. A study of 43 countries covering three-quarters of the world’s
population found that ‘in no country do women have political status equal to
men’s’ (Chowdhury and Nelson, 1994, p. 3). The management of the family
and household falls disproportionately on women at the expense of political
participation.

Women are grossly underrepresented in political institutions and 
organizations, especially political parties. Only in the Caribbean and the
Seychelles do women occupy more than 20 per cent of ministerial posts at
Cabinet level. The proportion is less than 5 per cent in Asia and the Pacific.
In only 11 developing countries do women occupy 20 per cent or more of
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sub-ministerial positions in the executive branch. In all regions of the Third
World women constitute no more than 15 per cent of national legislators on
average. Table 10.2 shows that there are considerable disparities between
countries in the same development category. But everywhere in the Third
World the state is a ‘gendered hierarchy’ which excludes or marginalizes
women by misogynist social and religious conventions which relegate
women to the private sphere, especially in Islamic regimes (Whalen, 1996a,
p. 13). In China levels of women’s political participation have actually
fallen during recent economic and political reforms as women have been
disadvantaged by the introduction of multi-candidate elections allowing
discrimination in favour of men (Davin, 1996, pp. 95–6).

Even after periods of democratization in which women had been signifi-
cant actors, cultures of patriarchy continue to exclude women from politics.
The return to ‘normality’ usually entails restrictions on women’s roles,
especially in politics and government (Chowdhury and Nelson, 1994).
Women in Latin America, for example, have been vulnerable to renewed
exclusion after the transition to democracy, as the power of their social
movements becomes displaced by male dominated political parties and as
governments focus on economic rather than the social objectives for which
women campaigned – a ‘remasculinization’ of politics. Latin American
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Table 10.2 Women in national politics: selected countries

Country % parliamentary % ministerial % sub-ministerial
seats held 2002 offices held 1998 offices held 1998

Low income
Mozambique 30 0 15
Bangladesh 2 5 0

Lower middle
income

Cuba 28 5 11
Morocco 1 0 8

Upper middle
income

Argentina 31 8 9
Gabon 9 3 9

High income
Sweden 43 43 24
Kuwait 0 0 7

SOURCES: UN (2000), table 6A; Inter-Parliamentary Union (2002).



history shows that even revolutionary states ‘are as resistant as other states
to the participation of women’ (Craske, 1999, pp. 87, 161).

This is not to say that women have not been part of the campaigns to
change politics fundamentally. They have played an important part in the
movements for democracy, political reform, and resistance to authoritarian-
ism, especially in Latin America, Taiwan and the Philippines, forming new
social movements to protest, lobby and articulate political demands
(Hensman, 1996). Women’s organizations with feminist agendas have
emerged in the 1980s and 1990s, such as the National Women’s Lobby in
Zambia and GABRIELA in the Philippines (Whalen, 1996b, pp. 121–2).

But much of women’s political activism and organization (as distinct
from self-help projects which sometimes alter the gender imbalance in local
power networks – Jaquette, 2001, pp. 116–17) has not been directed at 
gender inequalities, backed perhaps by a feminist philosophy. It has been
devoted to economic and social causes which are not gender specific and
from which all would benefit, such as campaigning for human rights, food
subsidies, employment protection and health care. The politics in which
women engage has rarely placed equality (for example, through an exten-
sion of the suffrage) at the top of the agenda. Even when women have been
involved in revolutionary movements which include women’s emancipation
in their agendas this has been ‘limited and full of contradictions’ (Whalen,
1996b, p. 90). Post revolutionary improvements to women’s health, educa-
tion and welfare can be accounted for more by improvements to the lives of
the poor generally than by women’s political activism.

Part of the explanation for this is that women do not constitute a homog-
enous group but are as divided as men in terms of class, religion and eth-
nicity. In Latin America, for example, ‘women stress their class links rather
than their gender identities’ (Craske, 1999, p. 161).

Class conflict

From a Marxist perspective a theoretical explanation of instability would be
in terms of class conflict. As classes develop within capitalist economy and
society, their interests become increasingly irreconcilable. The impoverish-
ment of the labouring class is accompanied by the growth in its size until
eventually revolution becomes inevitable. But at least one of the problems
with this line of thought in the Third World context is that if class
consciousness is developing, it is in a unique way. It is less in terms of the
ownership of the means of production and more in terms of political power.
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Those who control and manage the means of production, such as bureau-
crats earning salaries, often confront a peasant society that has yet to
develop class consciousness derived from its material position in society.

Then there is the problem alluded to earlier, that it is often the privileged
members of society who indulge in destabilization. In the Third World con-
flict and crisis within the newly emerging middle class have been a source
of political instability. Factionalism, perhaps along ethnic lines, among the
propertied classes and classes in charge of the state apparatus has often led
to military coups or the illegal manipulation of political processes. Rather
than peasantries rising up against their oppressors, or workers revolting
against their exploiters, sections of the middle class compete for control of
the state, using methods that fall outside the law and the constitution.

A crisis of state authority

Another explanation of instability centres on a ‘crisis of authority’ or state
failure. Third World states have often lacked the power to make their presence
felt throughout society. They have had a legal and administrative incapacity to
rule. Bureaucracies might be overdeveloped in terms of political power but
they are not necessarily effective in terms of administration. The state cannot
deliver the services which taxpayers believe they are paying for; it cannot
extract the resources from society that it needs to finance its activities; it can-
not maintain law and order; it cannot police its territory effectively. The case
of Uganda in the 1980s seems to support this kind of explanation. Too many
areas were under the control of criminals, bandits and other groups which had
no legitimate authority. There are other societies in which this is a problem.
The Thai government does not control its northernmost provinces – they are
under the control of drugs barons. In Colombia there has been virtual civil war
between the state and organizations that want to remain outside the scope of
the state’s authority and the enforcement of its laws. The failure of ‘new’
states to extend effective political authority, maintain order and extract
resources for the provision of public goods throughout their territories leads
to crises, the erosion of legitimacy and security, and violent civil conflict in
‘the already fragile post-colonial state’ (Ayoob, 1996, p. 73; Migdal, 1996).

State incapacity springs from a number of sources. Colonialism weakened,
fragmented or destroyed existing means of social control. State leaders have
created organizations which compete with and threaten the power of the state’s
executive leadership. Strong societies have proved resistant to state domination
through the power of chiefs, landlords, bosses, foreign corporations, rich peas-
ants, clan leaders, castes, powerful families and ‘strongmen’ (Migdal, 1988).
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This view of civil conflict and political instability may confuse cause
with effect. The factors which are presented as the consequences of state
failure, such as ethno-nationalism, social conflict, and external military
intervention, can equally and possibly more convincingly be seen as causes
of state incapacity and the collapse of hitherto effective states such as the
Lebanon before the mid-1970s. This is not to deny that the collapse of state
governance will exacerbate the social and economic forces that have
worked to undermine it.

Furthermore, instability often results from the actions of those who con-
trol the coercive apparatus of the state rather than those who control extra-
legal means of coercion, whether as criminal organizations or opposition
groups. The military is the most obvious case in point. The crisis of author-
ity comes because the coercive apparatus of the state turns against its civil
masters, not because that apparatus is so weak that it cannot resist an exter-
nal challenge to the state’s authority. The strength of the state’s coercive
apparatus has been increased by Third World expenditure on arms. Such
expenditure seems to be driven more by the political pressures which the
armed forces in developing countries are able to exert than by security con-
siderations. It tilts the balance of power and resources towards the military,
blocks the development of ‘strong and independent social and political
institutions’, and ‘results in state institutions and elite groups being bent 
to the purposes of the institutions of organized violence’ (Krause, 1996,
p. 187). The strong, rather than weak, state is the source of instability.

That governments can do as much to destabilize a country as any opposi-
tion group can be seen from Zimbabwe’s recent history. In its determination
to hold on to power the government of President Mugabe has undermined
the independence of the judiciary, taken sweeping new security powers,
brought an end to a free press, encouraged illegal occupations of farms and
the murder of their owners, politicized the police, and incited Zanu-PF war
veterans to violence and intimidation against opposition supporters which
has ended in political murders, disappearances, unlawful detentions, and
assaults. The military has warned it would not serve a President with poli-
cies different to those of President Mugabe. The result has been to reduce
sections of the population to starvation level, create nearly 100 per cent
inflation, and increase unemployment.

Political institutionalization

Political institutions are important for stability in developing countries. The
significance of institutional development was first recognized by Huntington,
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who believed that the most important political consequence of modernization
in a pre-industrial society is a rapid increase in political mobilization and
participation (Huntington and Dominguez, 1975, pp. 33–47). If political
instability is to be avoided, such participation needs to be matched by a 
corresponding level of institutional development. By and large this had not
happened in developing countries. On the contrary, ‘institutional decay has
become a common phenomenon of the modernizing countries’ (Huntington,
1965, p. 407). Violence and instability have been the consequence of political
institutions developing more slowly than the rate at which new socio-
economic groups were being politically mobilized (Huntington, 1968, p. 5).

The lack of effective political institutions makes it impossible for demands
to be channelled through effective and legitimate procedures. Huntington saw
the relationship between political participation and instability as follows:

(1)
Social mobilisation

� Social frustration
Economic development

(2)
Social frustration

� Political participation
Mobility opportunities

(3)
Political participation

� Political instability 
Political institutionalisation

(Huntington, 1968, p. 55)

A problem with this explanation is that it contains a tautological element
(Leys, 1982). ‘Institutionalization’ refers to a process through which conflict
can be managed in a peaceful and structured way. It does not just mean the
creation of organizations. The institutionalization argument seems tanta-
mount to saying that if individuals and groups are prepared to participate in
politics by playing according to the rules and abiding by the outcomes of so
doing, there will be stability. An increase in participation leads to instability
if political institutions cannot absorb it, but instability is the evidence that
institutionalization is insufficiently developed. In other words, there will be
stability when there is no instability. We are left needing an explanation of
why people should behave in ways that are not constitutionally sanctioned.

Revolution in the Third World

The ultimate manifestation of political instability is revolution. Revolution
involves the replacement of a whole social order, and not just a political
regime, by another. Ideologies and new forms of organization are required.
Solidarity is mobilized, mainly along class lines, but religion may be 
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significant in raising class consciousness, as in the case of Islamic funda-
mentalism in Iran and Algeria. Existing social and political structures, par-
ticularly property relations, are defined as exploitative and oppressive and
are challenged as such. The objective is an alternative form of society
(Shanin, 1982, p. 313; see also Migdal, 1974, p. 226).

Shanin reminds us that ‘every successful self-generated revolution for over
a century has taken place in a “developing society” ’, peasant revolt being cen-
tral to all of them (Shanin, 1982, pp. 319, 321; see also Dunn, 1972, p. 234).
The analysis of such events has been largely dominated by a search for the
conditions necessary for a peasant-based revolution. Historians and social sci-
entists have asked why these should occur in some societies and not others
which seem to be comparable in respect of the social and economic factors
which a priori might be thought likely to lead to revolution (Dunn, 1972,
p. 226; Goodwin and Skocpol, 1989). The search has thus been for the neces-
sary conditions associated with revolution in predominantly agrarian societies.

Shanin identifies four major characteristics of the processes preceding
the revolutions of the twentieth century:

(1) A major crisis causing severe dislocation of society and its day-to-day
functioning; (2) a major crisis of the governing élite, affecting its ability
to govern; (3) a crystallization of classes and subclasses expressed in
a sharp increase in self-identification, organization, and militancy along
class lines; and (4) an effective revolutionary organization providing
leadership in the political struggle. (1982, p. 313)

This categorization of the immediate preconditions leaves still to be
explained the reasons why the crises should occur and why classes should
become more militant. Goldstone et al. (1991) argue that state breakdown is
occasioned by fiscal crisis, conflict between élites and élite alienation (espe-
cially when social mobility is restricted), and widespread grievances leading
to popular support for change that can be mobilized against the regime. The
success of the revolutionary movement is dependent on the formation of a
coalition of professionals, white and blue collar workers, intellectuals and
students. For example, in Iran, the regime had built up excessive debts and
was unable to control inflation. The exclusion of the middle classes from
power, government corruption, and repression alienated the religious élite
and the merchant class. Population growth and urbanization outstripped eco-
nomic opportunities, making society receptive to mobilization by nationalis-
tic Islamic ideology. A coalition of traditional and Westernized élites led to
the demise of the Shah’s regime (Goldstone et al., 1991; Parsa, 2000).

The significance of crisis is affected by other features of the vulnerable
state. ‘Exclusive’ states which restrict political power to individuals and
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dynasties, marginalize democratic procedures, exclude other élites from
decision-making, and provide no opportunities for change are vulnerable. In
times of crisis such states have to resort to repression and the external sup-
port of foreign powers, alienating moderate political opposition and extend-
ing the appeal of revolutionary action in the absence of alternative forms of
politics. States that are highly interventionist economically (in terms of
capital formation, ownership of assets, and economic regulation) are also
vulnerable, since they attract criticism for economic as well as political 
failures. All aspects of society become politicized and all social classes
are potential victims of state mismanagement (Parsa, 2000, pp. 11–14). Pre-
revolutionary Iran, Nicaragua and the Philippines were all vulnerable
because of the political exclusiveness of their regimes and their unsuccessful
interventionism. External support from the USA and reliance on military
repression failed to save them. Moderate opposition was weakened or elimi-
nated in Iran and Nicaragua, which radicalized other social elements, espe-
cially students and the clergy. In the Philippines moderate political
opponents were tolerated and able to limit the impact of revolutionary
change to the political realm (thus not producing a social revolution).

Shanin was influenced by Wolfe’s comparative study of the major social
and political upheavals of the twentieth century fought with peasant sup-
port: the Mexican revolution of 1910, the Russian revolutions of 1905 and
1917, the Vietnamese revolution, the Algerian liberation struggles of the
1950s, and the Cuban revolution of 1958. Though Wolfe studied revolu-
tions, his analysis distinguishes between the causes of peasant rebellions
and uprisings, and the conditions which are needed to turn such events into
factors contributing to revolution: the transition ‘from a movement aimed at
the redress of wrongs, to the attempted overthrow of society itself’. Though
peasants initially rebel to redress wrongs, ‘the iniquities against which they
rebel are but, in turn, parochial manifestations of great social dislocations.
Thus rebellion issues easily into revolution, massive movements to trans-
form the social structure as a whole’ (Wolfe, 1968, pp. 294, 302).

Revolutions in agrarian societies have been associated with the develop-
ment of capitalism and the commercialization of agriculture (see also
Shanin, 1971, pp. 249–51; Rosen, 1975, p. 15). As labour, land and wealth
are turned into commodities the peasant’s fragile equilibrium is threatened.
Politically the advent of capitalism precipitates another crisis – in the exer-
cise of power. Traditional power-holders are undermined by groups associ-
ated with commodity production and the sale of labour (Wolfe, 1968,
p. 282; see also Zagoria, 1974). A political vacuum is created when those
with economic power have yet to obtain political legitimacy and those with
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traditional legitimacy are losing it rapidly. The political vacuum is filled by a
central executive power which attempts to rise above the contending groups
by playing them off against each other. Those who traditionally held power
were often the beneficiaries of the market forces that eventually destroyed
traditional forms of authority in the peasant village (Migdal, 1974, p. 135).

A further political crisis occurs for the peasantry when the market forces
at work in the economy make the reciprocal supports between peasants and
landlords redundant. New economic groups may be responsive to market
forces, but they are unresponsive to the disrupted population because they
are ignorant of or indifferent to its plight.

These factors make the peasantry rebellious. ‘Rebellion’ refers to extra-
constitutional action, perhaps involving violence, when the rural or urban
poor take direct action against the governmental authorities or local power-
holders in an attempt to resist the intensification of exploitation through
higher workloads, declining real wages, victimization of trade unionists,
police harassment, loss of land, or the raising of rents and taxes. Here the
political activism is short term. The objective is to redress a wrong. There is
no long-term programme or ideology for fundamental change in social and
economic relations.

What turns the peasantry into a revolutionary force? First, before discon-
tent can be turned into a revolutionary movement, an ideology is needed to
redirect and focus political activism. However, it is important not to assume
that the outcome of a revolution, when it reflects the ideology, is necessar-
ily one of its causes. And ideology is not always given prominence so as not
to alienate important members of the revolutionary coalition or attract state
repression. Tactical considerations may be more important than ideology.
Nor will a revolution necessarily be characterized by a single, coherent 
ideology – no single ideology united the entire population in Iran, the
Philippines or Nicaragua, for example (Parsa, 2000, pp. 8–9, 288).

Secondly, peasants need outside leadership to make a revolution. The
importance of a coalition between peasants, intellectuals, students, profes-
sionals, clerics and industrial workers, whose class distinctions may be very
fluid, in providing a forward-looking revolutionary consciousness in place
of the peasant’s inclination to seek inspiration from a lost ‘golden age’, is
confirmed by White (1974) in the case of Vietnam, and Goodwin and
Skocpol (1989) for Iran, Cuba and Nicaragua. Revolutionary leadership
generally takes the form of an ‘intelligentsia-in-arms’, either as a military
organization or a paramilitary political party. In Mexico and Algeria it fell
to the army to stabilize the new regime. In Russia, China and Vietnam it was
the party which reorganized the state and the social order.
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Thirdly, revolution needs a social exchange between the peasantry and a
revolutionary organization. The relationship between the leaders of revolu-
tionary organizations and the peasantry is central to understanding why
peasants should be induced to participate in revolutionary struggles. Migdal
(1974) rejects explanations based on ‘frustration with deprivation’, ideolog-
ical altruism, or a view of the peasantry as an inert mass which bends to ‘the
cajoling or coercion of outsiders’. He stresses the interdependence between
the peasantry and revolutionary organizations. The peasantry seek to solve
local problems with the benefits offered as incentives to participate in revo-
lutionary action. The problems and crises which confront the peasantry and
make them susceptible to revolutionary leadership are caused by increased
participation in economic markets, a participation which is fraught with
dangers associated with corruption, monopolistic merchants and economic
insecurity – an economic network that is ‘full of shortcomings and injus-
tices’. The faster the disruption to the normal social organization of the
peasantry (speeded up, perhaps, by a succession of crop failures), the more
responsive will the peasantry be to outside revolutionary organizers.

Revolutionary organizations, for their part, need to expand their power
through recruitment among the peasantry. They need to be able to demon-
strate that they can deliver what peasants need. This must be more than
other political organizations because of the risks involved, not least that of
severe retaliation by the state. Delivering what peasants need includes sub-
stitutes for the socio-economic arrangements that are to be replaced by the
revolution. Migdal’s studies showed revolutionary organizations to have
offered marketing arrangements; land reform; co-operatives; harvest
labour; public utilities such as roads, communications and irrigation
ditches; social services such as health care and education; and, most impor-
tantly, destruction of the power of corrupt officials, monopolistic merchants
and landlords. Revolutionary organizations, such as parties and armies, also
offer opportunities for social mobility.

Social exchange between revolutionary organizations and their potential
recruits is also related to governmental crisis. Revolutionary organizations,
such as those in southern Vietnam and northern Thailand, may be able to step
in when the government forfeits its opportunity to develop influence among
disaffected rural communities (Race, 1974; Goodwin and Skocpol, 1989).

Fourthly, the class structure of rural society is significant for revolution-
ary potential. Alavi compared the Russian and Chinese revolutions and
peasant movements in India in order to enquire under what circumstances
the peasantry become revolutionary. Recognizing that the peasantry is not
an undifferentiated mass, Alavi also asked ‘what roles different sections of
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the peasantry play in revolutionary situations’ (Alavi, 1973, p. 292). He was
particularly concerned with the respective roles of ‘middle’ and poor peas-
ant, and the conditions likely to lead to the revolutionary mobilization of the
latter. Poor peasants are landless sharecroppers working land owned but not
cultivated by landowners. Included here are farm labourers employed by
rich peasants. Middle peasants are independent smallholders who own their
land and produce enough with their own labour to be self-sufficient. Rich
peasants own substantial amounts of land, requiring the exploitation of
wage labour. These three classes of peasant are thus distinguished in terms
of modes of production rather than merely wealth or poverty. Though there
is overlapping between these categories, the distinction between the eco-
nomic independence of the middle peasants and the subordination and
dependence of poor peasants is crucial for Alavi’s analysis.

Comparison of Russia, China and India shows the poor peasants to be the
least revolutionary in the initial stages of class conflict. This is largely
because of extreme economic dependency and a servile mentality. However,
the morale and militancy of the poor peasant can be mobilized when anti-
landlord or anti-rich peasant action is taken by the middle peasantry. Poor
peasants need to be shown that the power of landlords can be resisted,
before they will become revolutionary. The middle peasants are initially the
most militant, but may become fearful for their interests as a revolution
gathers momentum.

Wolfe’s conclusions differed from Alavi’s findings in two important
respects. First, poor peasants and landless labourers were found to need some
external power to challenge the power of landlords and employers. In Mexico
it was the Constitutionalist army in Yucatan, in Russia the return of peasant
soldiers from the army to their villages, in China the Red Army. ‘Where such
external power is present, the poor peasant and landless labourer have latitude
of movement; where it is absent, they are under near-complete constraint’
(1968, p. 289). Secondly, Wolfe agrees with Alavi that the middle peasants
have the autonomy to challenge the power of their overlords (see also Yoo,
1974), but includes in this category peasants located in peripheral areas,
whether they be poor or ‘middle’. In such areas the poor can supplement their
resources from casual labour, smuggling and livestock-raising which, not
being under external control, give the peasantry some ‘latitude of movement’.

The revolutionary potential of poor peasants is further increased when they
are located in regions that the state finds it difficult to control, such as frontier
areas. The ‘tactical mobility’ of the peasantry in such areas as Morelos
in Mexico, Kabylia in Algeria and Oriente Province in Cuba was further
enhanced by ethnic or linguistic identity: ‘Ethnic distinctions enhance the
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solidarity of the rebels; possession of a special linguistic code provides for an
autonomous system of communication’ (Wolfe, 1968, p. 292).

Finally, revolution in agrarian societies is dependent on the threat to the
peasantry from the upper classes. Wolfe identifies the middle peasants as
those who conform to the model later provided by Barrington Moore of rev-
olutionary potential under the impact of commercial agriculture. The mid-
dle peasants in the countries studied by Wolfe were most vulnerable to the
changes brought about by commercialization – population growth, compe-
tition from other landlords, the loss of rights to grazing land and water,
falling prices, interest payments and foreclosures – while remaining locked
into traditional social structures of mutual aid between kin and neighbours.

Moore’s study compared societies in which revolution occurred with
those where it did not though it might have been expected to. A number of
hypotheses offering explanations of why peasant-based revolutions
occurred were tested to discover ‘what kinds of social structures and histor-
ical situations produce peasant revolutions and which ones inhibit or 
prevent them’ (Moore, B., 1973, p. 453).

First, a number of plausible explanations were discarded. The theory that
revolution among the peasantry occurs when the situation of the peasantry
deteriorates markedly under the impact of commerce and industry is dis-
missed because of the case of India, where the deterioration in the economic
position of the peasantry during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was
as great as in China but where the political behaviour of the Indian peas-
antry was very different. The proposition that ‘a large rural proletariat of
landless labour is a potential source of insurrection and revolution’ also falls
foul of the historical evidence from China, where the ‘revolutionary
upsurges of 1927 and 1949 were certainly not those of a rural proletariat
working huge landed estates’ (p. 455).

Religion might be thought to be the crucial variable, with Hinduism
accounting for the passivity of the Indian peasantry. However, Moore argues
that religions teaching resignation, acceptance, fatalism and the legitimacy
of the social and political order are the product of urban and priestly classes
and by no means necessarily part of peasant beliefs. Even though heretical
movements in Asia have broken out from time to time, they have not uni-
versally accompanied important peasant upheavals.

Moore’s conclusion is that such explanations have concentrated too much
on the actions of the peasantry and not enough on the actions of the upper
classes. What determined whether the peasantry was revolutionary was the
response of the upper class to the challenge of commercial agriculture.
Revolution is most likely when the aristocracy damages the interests of the
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peasantry as a class by exacting a larger surplus from it, but leaves it intact
by failing to develop a sufficiently powerful commercial impulse in the
countryside. When the commercial interest in rural life is sufficiently strong
to destroy the peasantry as a class, peasant-based revolution is less likely.
Revolution in predominantly agrarian societies have occurred when the
landed classes by and large did not make a successful transition to the world
of commerce and industry and did not destroy the prevailing social organi-
zation among the peasants (Moore, B., 1973, pp. 459–67).

Conclusion

The focus in much of this chapter has been on the rural poor, the obstacles to
their effective political participation and the crises which precipitate extreme
reactions against those who dominate them economically and politically. But
many other factors have been related to political instability, though the direc-
tion of causality has not always been clear. None is sufficient in itself to
explain the complexity of phenomenon. The significance of each factor will
vary according to the circumstances of region, history, level of economic
development and place within the international system. It thus becomes
important to know, as Ake implied in his formulation, under what circum-
stances is a factor such as economic inequality, rapid economic growth, or
social differentiation likely to lead to political instability. One answer is
when the expectations of political participants of appropriate social, eco-
nomic and political action are not met by changes in social organization. So
if, for example, extreme inequalities in pre-industrial societies are found to
be associated with political stability, contrary to the expectations of analysts,
this can be explained by reference to the absence of egalitarianism from the
dominant image of society. When that image is changed as a result of mass
mobilization, inequality becomes less acceptable and political instability can
result. Similarly, rapid economic growth in contemporary Western societies
is not destabilizing because such changes have become institutionalized
expectations of the dominant ideology (Castles, 1974, pp.  294–7).

The advantage of such a paradigm is that it provides a framework for
understanding why supposedly causal factors operate under some circum-
stances but not others. In stressing the importance of the response to
changes in society and economy by the dominant protagonists of current
images it also helps to explain why a group or class that might be expected
a priori to be violently dissatisfied with their lot expresses no political
dissent likely to undermine political stability.
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11
Democratization in
the Third World

Introduction: the ‘third wave’ and the Third World

Recent reforms in the direction of pluralist democracy and away from
authoritarianism in the form of military rule, one-party systems, personal
dictatorships and racial oligarchy (Huntington, 1991, pp. 110–11) have
revived interest in how to identify the prerequisites of stable democracy.
Identifying the necessary conditions for the survival of democratic regimes
has long been a preoccupation of political science, but is particularly relevant
today when so many attempts are being made to establish or restore Western
liberal democracy in so many parts of the world (Pinkney, 1993, ch. 2).
Developing countries have been caught up in the so-called ‘third wave’ of
democratization, starting in Portugal in 1974 and sweeping across southern
and eastern Europe and, to varying degrees, most regions of the Third World.

The latest wave of democratization that increased the proportion of coun-
tries in the world with some form of democratic government from 28 per
cent in 1974 to 61 per cent in 1998 has included remarkable changes in the
Third World. However, since 1980 the strength of democratization here has
varied, with the strongest felt in Latin America. Asia too has experienced
significant democratization. Sub-Saharan Africa has lagged behind with rel-
atively weak attempts to democratize. The Middle East has seen very little
effort to democratize (see Table 11.1). There are no true democracies or free
societies in the Arab region and few free or democratic countries among
states with a Muslim majority (Keratnyky, 2002, p. 102).

The process of democratization has not been one of smooth progression.
When new countries enter the ranks of newly democratizing states (for exam-
ple, Mexico and Ghana in 2000), others suffer reversals in the form of coups
(Ecuador and Fiji), or ethnic violence leading to the collapse of government
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(The Solomon Islands). While some countries register improvements in polit-
ical rights and civil liberties, such as media freedoms in Peru, free and fair
elections in Taiwan, and greater economic opportunities for women in Oman,
others experience set-backs, of which there were 18 in 2001, all bar one in the
Third World and including Trinidad and Tobago, Ethiopia and Zimbabwe.

To account for the process of democratization and its set-backs, political
science has drawn a broad distinction between the transition to democracy, or
a particular kind of change and its historical antecedents and causes; and con-
solidation, or the conditions necessary for democratic regimes, especially
those following a period of authoritarianism, to survive. Before examining
attempts to generalize and theorize about these phases of democratization,
a cautionary reference to the concept of democracy must be made.

Meanings of ‘democracy’

In the study of Third World democratization, ‘democracy’ is defined in
Western liberal terms (Pinkney, 1993, ch. 1). For example, Diamond et al.
(1990) require a system of government to provide meaningful and extensive
competition between individuals and groups, highly inclusive levels of
political participation in the selection of leaders and policies, and civil and
political liberties sufficient to ensure such competition and participation,
before it is classified as democratic, though they acknowledge that countries
satisfy such criteria to differing degrees, and that rules and principles may

Table 11.1 Freedom: regional variations, 2000

Number of states rated:

Free Partly free Not free

Africa 9 (17%) 25 (47%) 19 (36%)
Asia 18 (46%) 10 (26%) 11 (28%)
The Americas 23 (66%) 10 (28%) 2 (6%)
Middle East 1 (7%) 3 (21%) 10 (71%)

SOURCE: Freedom House (2001), pp. 7–8.
NOTE: Freedom House divides countries into three broad

categories on the basis of indicators of political
rights (such as the right of all adults to vote) and civil
liberties (such as freedom of assembly and demon-
stration): ‘free’, ‘partly free’ and ‘not free’.



be contaminated by practice (pp. 6–8). Rueschmeyer et al. (1992) look for
realistic possibilities rather than philosophical ideals: ‘modest’ popular par-
ticipation in government through representative parliaments, the responsi-
bility of government to parliament, regular free and fair elections, freedom
of expression and association, and an extensive suffrage (pp. 10, 41– 4).

One of the reasons why understanding democratization is so difficult is
the variability of regimes that are labelled democratic, and the nature of the
democratic deficit found in so many. Regimes may be classified as new or
restored democracies despite the circumvention by parliaments of presiden-
tial decrees (for example, Argentina), disregard of constitutional boundaries
by the executive branch (for example, Taiwan), the award of veto powers to
non-elected bodies such as the military (Chile and Thailand) and other devi-
ations from the democratic ideal. Such variations make it problematic to
relate democratization as a dependent variable to factors believed hypothet-
ically to explain the process, especially consolidation (O’Donnell, 1998;
Merkel, 1999).

Another problem with the analysis of democratization arises from the
contested nature of the concept of democracy. Definitions often refer to the
presence of different phenomena: procedures (such as the holding of free and
fair elections), recognized human rights (such as freedom of association and
speech), extensive participation, and material equality (because economic
deprivation leads to political disempowerment). There are both formal and
substantive conceptions of democracy. For some, democracy means ‘mean-
ingful political citizenship’ (Grugel, 2002, p. 5). Analysis of democratization
is affected by whatever view of democracy is held by the investigator.

The transition to democracy

Transitions from authoritarianism to democracy have been extremely var-
ied, making it difficult to discern patterns that aid explanation. This com-
plexity is sometimes compounded by confusion between the causes of
authoritarian breakdown and the processes by which democratic replace-
ments are introduced. For example, the three ‘routes’ to democracy are cat-
egorized in Potter et al. (1997) as ‘modernization’, which stresses the
economic prerequisites of democracy; the ‘structural’, which focuses on the
effects on authoritarianism of changes in class and power; and ‘transition’,
which focuses on the bargaining between élites which negotiate the transi-
tion to democracy. Such confusions make it difficult to distinguish between
the definition of a phase such as transition, and its causes. Furthermore,
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transition and consolidation are not always kept conceptually distinct, as
when explanations of transition are used to test whether a democracy has
become consolidated (see for example, Chadda, 2000). It has also proved
difficult to distinguish between the causes of authoritarian breakdown and
the form taken by the negotiation of change.

It helps to consider first what ‘triggers’ the end of authoritarianism and a
movement towards a democratic alternative, though ‘trigger’ is perhaps not
the best term when the causes of democratization may be long-term (such as
a programme of industrialization), medium-term (an economic liberaliza-
tion programme) or short-term (the calculations of political élites or popu-
lar struggles) (Luckham and White, 1996). Here the main debate has been
between explanations that emphasize the importance of conflict within the
authoritarian élite, and those which stress pressure from below or within the
opposition to authoritarianism. It depends on the nature of the authoritarian
regime as to whether the democratic challenge comes from the mobilization
of civil society or conflict within the regime (Diamond, 1997a).

Disunity within authoritarian regimes has characterized all breakdowns,
as coalitions begin to disintegrate under pressure from differences over
aims, policies and survival strategies which have no means for consensual
conflict resolution: ‘the danger for authoritarian regimes is that the weak-
ness of institutional procedures for resolving disputes creates significant
potential for instability’ (Gill, 2000, p. 32). Élite conflict has preceded many
transitions to democracy (O’Donnell et al., 1986), alerting opposition
movements to the possibility of reform. Transition is then initiated from
above. Authoritarian regimes disintegrate rather than being overthrown.
Authoritarianism is ended by popular protest or revolutionary action in only
a minority of cases. Transitions from above have been most likely to lead to
democracy. Revolutions may overthrow authoritarian regimes, but rarely
lead to democracy (Nicaragua being one exception to this rule). Reform
efforts launched by mass movements usually encounter anti-democratic
resistance from established élites. It has even been argued that mass partic-
ipation and popular mobilization can harm the democratization process
(Huntington, 1984; Weiner, 1987). In Latin America at least, democratiza-
tion means the creation of ‘pacts’ between representatives of regime and
opposition which guarantee some measure of protection for the interests
involved, such as the military on the government side and trade unions
among the opposition.

Those who stress the importance of human agency, and the role of élites in
negotiating the transition from authoritarianism have been faulted for holding
too narrow a view of democracy, ignoring the role of mass movements, and
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paying insufficient attention to structural factors, such as levels of economic
development, which may account for both the decay of authoritarianism and
subsequent obstacles to democratic consolidation (Grugel, 2002, pp. 60–2).
Other scholars have argued that authoritarian regimes are destabilized by
pressures from public protest, and industrial and political action by trade
unions, even if the subsequent negotiations which design the new democratic
regimes are dominated by members of different political and economic élites.
Peru, Argentina, the Philippines and South Korea are cases in point, as well as
some African states, where transitions have been predominantly brought
about by mass protest in which church leaders, trade unions, professional
groups, human rights campaigners, student and youth organizations and old
guard politicians have been involved (Wiseman, 1996).

Authoritarian regimes, single party more than military, mobilize the public
through closely controlled activities – in trade unions, youth groups, business
associations, cultural bodies and political parties. Political mobilization
becomes a threat to the regime when it is organized through political parties,
trade unions and mass movements that secure a degree of autonomy from the
regime. Such popular mobilization is usually stimulated by economic devel-
opment or economic crisis (Gill, 2000, pp. 13–18). Popular participation
through social movements such as women’s groups (for example, the Mothers
of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina), labour unions (for example, the copper
miners in Chile), community organizations and indigenous associations (such
as the Zapatista movement in Chiapas, southern Mexico) were important in
the struggle against authoritarianism (Grugel, 2002, pp. 99–112). The case of
South Korea and some of the other ‘Asian Tigers’ also show how economic
success can generate new élites and social groups demanding more access to
power and resources (Rueschmeyer et al., 1986; Haggard, 1990).

Popular mobilization has, then, accompanied some successful transi-
tions, and ‘moderation’ on the part of the working class has not proved
essential for democratization which has occurred despite political extrem-
ism and violence (in Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, Peru, South Korea and the
Philippines). This may be because authoritarian élites realize they have a
choice between democratic reform and revolution, rather than between
democracy and further repression. Similarly, moderate opposition leaders
may be unified by the threatening presence of extremism (Bermeo, 1997).

So it should not be inferred from élite domination of negotiations during
transition that the causes of authoritarian breakdown had nothing to do with
popular pressure or civil society. Popular resistance to authoritarian regimes
is common. And while élites may dominate the process of bargaining and
pact-making, they represent non-élites – peasants, workers, campaigners,
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professionals – whose interests cannot be ignored and whose political activ-
ity is the subject of the bargaining process. There is also a danger when
stressing the role of élites in the negotiation of political change that the
process will be made to appear voluntaristic and unpredictable, making it
very difficult to formulate a theory of transition: ‘If individual actors are
omnipotent, then not only does this render attention to others than these
actors irrelevant, but it also makes the task of theorizing change well nigh
impossible’ (Gill, 2000, p. 82).

Another problem with the explanation of democratic transition in terms
of power struggles within the ruling bloc or alliance is that it is insuffi-
ciently dynamic to explain the shifting alliances between bureaucrats, the
military, representatives of the property owning classes, labour, and other
social entities. Such shifts arise from the inevitable uncertainty about the
implications of the retreat from authoritarianism for different socio-
economic interests (Przeworski, 1986, p. 59).

Internal crisis is another factor that often triggers the transition to democ-
racy, such as economic recession or military failure (for example,
Argentina’s defeat in the Falklands/Malvinas war in 1983). The breakdown
of authoritarian regimes has often followed economic crises brought about
by poor economic management and international pressures (such as a steep
rise in oil prices or a reduction in the availability of foreign loans). Policy
adjustments, such as devaluation, to deal with the crisis then have adverse
consequences for groups supporting the regime that have already been dis-
advantaged by the crisis itself (Gill, 2000, pp. 10–13). Declining domestic
legitimacy then increases the cost of authoritarian power. Alternatively, the
costs of democracy or the threat of revolution may be perceived by authori-
tarian governments to have receded. Mainwaring (1992) distinguishes
between types of élite motivations in Latin America in terms of ‘collapse’,
‘transaction’, and ‘extrication’.

External pressures may begin the demise of an authoritarian regime, such
as the need to acquire international legitimacy or satisfy international expec-
tations of political reform which may be made a condition of further devel-
opment assistance from multilateral and bilateral aid agencies. Alternatively
a foreign power may enforce democratization, as in Panama. The current
wave of democratization is very much a response to intensified economic
internationalization, the dominance of neo-liberal ideology and the disinte-
gration of the USSR (Pinkney, 1993, pp. 108–10; Przeworski, 1995,
pp. 5–9). International pressures can act in support of domestic factors to
cause the breakdown of an authoritarian regime – economic sanctions,
trade embargoes, international ideological pressures, global recessions,
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‘contagion’ (as in Latin America) and, rarely, military force. However, how
such international factor affect democratizing regimes has depended on how
domestic economic and political actors, institutions and structures were
linked to global geopolitical forces (Gill, 2000, pp. 18–25).

The dissolution of authoritarian regimes is commonly marked by liberal-
ization, whereby repression is eased and the right of political association is
recognized. Civil society is gradually ‘resurrected’. Parties re-emerge
(Mainwaring, 1992, p. 301). But mainly transition is characterized by nego-
tiations between representatives of the current regime and opposition forces
to design the new system of government. Dominant élites may judge that a
move towards democracy will be in their own interest, as in Mexico, leading
them to concede democratic reform. Alternatively they might have to retreat
in the face of opposition pressure, a factor in Argentina’s end to military rule.
Opposition groups then take the lead in negotiating the end of authoritarian-
ism. In most cases negotiation between representatives of the old regime and
its opponents characterize transition (Huntington, 1991; Little, 1997,
pp. 179–80). Latin American experience shows that successful transitions
were usually negotiated by moderates on both sides who were willing to
compromise in accommodating each other’s interests (Peeler, 1998).

Negotiations and pacts have implications for the quality of the democracy
created. For example, when transition requires pacts that protect the inter-
ests of groups and classes represented by authoritarian élites, the interests of
those supporting greater participation, accountability and equity are
unlikely to be dominant in the transition phase (Karl, 1996).

When the capacity for mass involvement in transition is understood it
becomes evident that many of the political leaders involved in negotiating tran-
sition to democracy have popular power bases, and that their role cannot be
understood in isolation from the sections of the populace they represent and to
which they owe their position. However, the precise contribution which social
forces and their leaders make towards the transition to democracy depends on
the nature of the authoritarian regime to be changed, and the nature of the soci-
ety within which it is located. By distinguishing between different types of
regime and different types of political society, Gill has developed a theory of
transition which combines information about both regime and non-regime
élites, the latter owing their power to their position in civil society.

Regimes are either ‘unitary’ in the face of challenges, or ‘segmentary’,
with different interests supporting the regime in conflict. Society is either
‘atomized’ (without independent groups and movements) or ‘civil’ – with
independent organizations enabling interests to be articulated and a degree
of popular control to be exercised. A political system’s position in relation

256 Understanding Third World Politics



to these two dimensions determines its prospects for transition to democ-
racy and the path that will be taken. A combination of unitary regime and
atomized society makes democratization less likely, because the regime is
better placed to deal with challenges to its power and society is unable to
produce effective opposition. Conversely, a combination of segmentary
regime and civil society offers better prospects for democratization. If a uni-
tary regime confronts a strong civil society there is a likelihood of violence.
Finally, the prospects for democracy are poor when a segmentary regime
exists within an atomized society. Here authoritarian collapse is likely to be
followed by further authoritarianism (Gill, 2000, pp. 120–3).

Negotiating the end of authoritarianism means attending to three main
issues: the construction of a constitutional settlement, the dismantling of
authoritarian government agencies, and the abolition of laws unsuitable for
democratic politics. The possibility of successful negotiation on these insti-
tutional reforms depends on five sets of factors (Pinkney, 1993). First, there
is the type of authoritarian regime to be dismantled. For example, a care-
taker military regime will be easier to remove than a radical or reforming
one. One-party regimes present obstacles according to the level of integra-
tion of party, state and civil society. Secondly, negotiations will be affected
by the ability of opposition groups to plan for democracy rather than just
oppose authoritarianism. A third set of factors is the configuration of insti-
tutions and political structures under authoritarianism and the extent to
which parties, legislatures, constitutions and traditional political authority
have survived during authoritarian rule.

Fourthly, transition depends on the changing orientations towards reform by
key élites – cabinets, juntas, bureaucrats, military officers, and opposition lead-
ers – and organizations representing sections within civil society (church lead-
ers, trade unions, social movements). Such orientations determine whether
democratization will be government élite-led, or driven by pressures from
below and originating at grass-roots level or within the middle class. Finally,
there is the process of conflict resolution. Patterns have been found in the rela-
tionships between process and outcomes. The viability of new democratic
regimes has been found to be strengthened by a process of transition charac-
terized by gradual rather than rapid change, moderation rather than radicalism
on the part of protagonists, consensus rather than conflict over the objectives of
democratization, and a balance of power between negotiating groups. Such
patterns, however, are far from fixed, and only tentative conclusions have been
generated by observations of their detailed operation in specific cases.

Negotiations eventually lead to some form of provisional government
while the institutional basis of democracy is put in place (especially a new
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constitution) and élites adjust their political behaviour to liberal democratic
practices. Uncertainty inevitably surrounds the location of the boundary
between the end of transition and the start of consolidation, not least
because different analysts have different conceptions of democracy’s key
characteristics, and change is not always marked by some ‘focal event’
(Schedler, 2001).

Transitions have been highly variable processes, in terms of the sources
of tension within authoritarian regimes, responses to pressures for political
change by authoritarian leaders, the speed of transition, and the behaviour
of élites, parties and civil society bodies. The structural conditions inherited
by the transitional government also vary, providing the process of consoli-
dation with ‘structured contingencies’ in the form of political institutions,
informal interest groups, social polarization, and relations between states
and classes (Haynes, 2001, pp. 18–34).

The assumptions behind the idea of there being a ‘transition’ to democ-
racy have been critically questioned. It is not safe to assume that transition
is necessarily towards democracy. The majority of ‘third wave’ countries
have not achieved ‘well functioning’ democracy, suffer from severe demo-
cratic deficits, and are not ‘clearly headed toward democracy’. These
defects should not be forced into the ‘transition’ model by the addition of
adjectives like semi, formal, façade, pseudo, weak, partial, illiberal and vir-
tual, because politics in these countries calls the whole paradigm into ques-
tion. Voting has not deepened participation or strengthened accountability.
In many cases democratization has been attempted in states which are weak
and where state building has not been compatible with democratization. The
extent to which civil and political rights are protected varies greatly. The
rule of law is frequently undermined. The scale of poverty is such that it
must be doubted whether large sections of the population in newly democ-
ratizing states enjoy full citizenship (Anglade, 1994; Carothers, 2002). In
Africa elections have had little impact on the political order, pro-democracy
movements are weak, and economic and political crises block change. In
Latin America and Africa, participative democracy and political equality
have been negated by persistent poverty, marginalization and exclusion of
large sections of society. In Asia authoritarianism has become ‘softened’
rather than displaced by democracy (Grugel, 2002).

Thus while electoral democracy might be widely established (with the
possibility of alternating governments based on electoral choices), it has not
always been accompanied by ‘liberal’ democracy and the protection of indi-
vidual and group freedoms, pluralism, civilian control of the military,
accountability, the rule of law, and judicial independence. In fact, while the
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number of electoral democracies has grown, levels of political and civil
freedom have declined, leaving democracy that is ‘shallow, illiberal and
poorly institutionalized’ (Diamond, 1997b, p. xv). More than one type of
democracy can emerge from transition (Schmitter, 1992, pp. 162–3).

These are perhaps harsh judgements on the transition model which
mainly tries to specify what undermines authoritarianism and what political
action takes place as a new regime is negotiated. But the critiques do serve
to show that part of the problem of democratic consolidation is that what is
being consolidated in many cases is a regime that falls short of having full
democratic credentials, and that this is likely to be the case so long as the
state has to prevent political freedoms from encroaching on the economic
interests of privileged groups.

The consolidation of democracy

The process of consolidating democracy entails strengthening democratic
institutions (especially the rule of law and protection of civil rights), extend-
ing democratic processes and preventing authoritarian reversals. Political
institutions and civil society need to be infused with democratic practices,
for example, by the empowerment of associations in civil society to increase
popular participation and make it more difficult for élites to manipulate
democratic institutions. Authoritarian political discourses need to be
rejected, and authoritarian political actors need to be neutralized. ‘Perverse
institutions’ should be abolished, such as tutelage by non-democratic élites
(especially the military), restrictions on the scope of policy-making powers
(for example, exclusion of the Chilean parliament from the defence budget),
and forms of political recruitment which give some minority interest a 
disproportionate presence on law making bodies (O’Donnell, 1992;
Valenzuela, 1992; Luckham and White, 1996, p. 7).

Consolidation means that democracy has become routinized and inter-
nalized in political behaviour. No significant groups pursue unconstitu-
tional, illegal, or undemocratic means to achieve their aims. Élites and the
wider public accept democracy as the preferred means of governing and
deciding on political succession. A democratic political culture has emerged
in which trust, tolerance and compromise are the dominant political norms
(Diamond, 1997b, p. xvii; Leftwich, 2000, p. 135).

What, then, are the prerequisites of such beliefs and behaviour?
Explanations have variously stressed socio-economic variables, or political
factors, including foreign intervention. The remaining sections deal with
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explanations of consolidation in terms of these different sets of factors,
recognizing that there are difficulties in applying predictions about consoli-
dation derived from one region, such as Latin America, to another, such as
Africa (Wiseman, 1996, pp. 157–9).

The economic preconditions of democratic consolidation

There is much evidence to support the conclusion that economic affluence
and related social change are needed to improve the chance of democratic
consolidation. Lipset (1959, 1960) was the first to demonstrate this statisti-
cally, showing that the stability of democratic government is positively cor-
related with measures of affluence and economic modernization. Indicators
of wealth such as per capita income, the percentage of the population own-
ing motor cars, and the number of doctors, radios and telephones per thou-
sand population, were combined with measures of industrialization such as
the proportion of the population still engaged in agriculture, and measures
of social development such as literacy rates, educational enrolments and
levels of urbanization. Correlations were found with democratic stability in
Latin America, Europe and the English-speaking countries.

Lipset’s interpretation of the correlations was in terms of affluence reduc-
ing lower-class discontent. He argued that his data confirmed the age-old
view (traceable back to Aristotle) that:

only in a wealthy society in which relatively few citizens lived in real
poverty could a situation exist in which the mass of the population could
intelligently participate in politics and could develop the self-restraint
necessary to avoid succumbing to the appeals of irresponsible dema-
gogues. (Lipset, 1959, p. 71)

Levels of industrialization, urbanization and education were also found to
be higher the more democratic the country. Lipset argued that economic
development led to greater economic security and better education, both of
which allow ‘longer time perspectives and more complex and gradualist
views of politics’. Increased wealth and education also contribute to plural-
ism ‘by increasing the extent to which the lower strata are exposed to cross
pressures which will reduce the intensity of their commitment to given ide-
ologies and make them less receptive to supporting extremist ones’.

Economic development also enlarges the middle class, whose interest is in
moderating conflict – which it is able to do by rewarding moderate political
parties and penalizing extremist ones. Economic development affects other
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classes, too. The greater the wealth of the lower class, the less opportunity
there is for the upper class to deny them their political rights. The wealthier a
country, the less important it becomes if some redistribution takes place; los-
ing political office becomes less significant and, therefore, non-democratic
means of holding on to power become redundant, as does nepotism. Lipset
also argued that wealth proliferates countervailing sources of power and
opportunities for political participation, communication and recruitment, all
of which are supportive of democracy.

However, Europe’s unstable democracies and authoritarian regimes were
shown to have had higher levels of development than Lipset’s group of Latin
American democracies. The problem with Lipset’s analysis was that it
revealed correlation without accurately indicating the direction of causality. It
did not use multivariate analysis which allowed the causal weight of variables
to be estimated by controlling for other causal factors. All that Lipset’s data
showed was a causal tendency (Diamond, 1992, pp. 94–5). So Lipset’s expla-
nation, despite the superficial attractiveness of the idea that as a society gets
richer there will be fewer discontented people and greater consensus in favour
of a democratic status quo, has problems associated with it.

Nevertheless, almost all of the large number of quantitative studies using
multivariate analysis as well as cross-tabulations published since Lipset’s
original paper find a positive relationship between democracy and various
indicators of socio-economic development. The finding of greatest signifi-
cance for an understanding of political stability is that ‘high levels of socio-
economic development are associated with not only the presence but the
stability of democracy’. Considering the different quantitative methods,
time-spans and indicators used ‘this must rank as one of the most powerful
and robust relationships in the study of comparative national development’
(Diamond, 1992, p. 108). There are, inevitably, some exceptions to the rule
but, after an extensive review of the literature and a new cross-tabulation of
per capita GNP with type of regime, Diamond felt it safe to theorize that
‘the more well-to-do the people of a country, on average, the more likely
they will favour, achieve and maintain a democratic system’. (Diamond,
1992, pp. 109–10; see also Rueschmeyer, 1991 and Rueschmeyer et al.,
1992, pp. 13–20.)

The egalitarian aspect of Lipset’s theory has also been supported by sub-
sequent investigation. The study by Przeworski and colleagues of 135 coun-
tries between 1950 and 1990 confirmed that democracy is more stable in
more egalitarian societies. Having selected their own indicators of equality
they showed that political instability was associated with increasing inequal-
ity in household incomes and a falling share of value added in manufacturing
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(Przeworski et al., 2000, p. 120). Other comparative evidence, such as
Muller’s study of 33 countries between 1961 and 1980, also confirms the
relationship between equality and stable democracy. He found that the rela-
tionship between inequality of income and the level of democracy at a given
point in time showed no causal effect. But when measures of democratic sta-
bility rather than level were correlated with income inequality, and the effect
of economic development controlled, less-developed countries with demo-
cratic regimes and relatively low income inequality were found to experience
regime stability (although countries with a relatively egalitarian distribution
of income are not more likely to inaugurate democracy). So while income
inequality is not incompatible with transition to democracy, it is with the sta-
bility of democracy. Continuing high inequality following the inauguration
of democracy is likely to lead to a loss of legitimacy and breakdown of the
regime (Muller, 1988). Furthermore, although not incompatible with the
emergence of democracy, inequalities in land distribution are also less con-
ducive to democracy than a more egalitarian social structure (Diamond and
Linz, 1989, p. 39).

There are some problems with this type of analysis, however. First, there
is the role in supporting democracy ascribed to the new class structure of a
developed economy. The middle classes might be expected to support
democracy, but mainly because it legitimizes private property, and because
they can ‘manage’ the democratic process to protect themselves against rad-
icalism and redistribution through ideological control, state apparatuses,
financial power and the threat of capital ‘flight’. The managerial middle
class also supports democracy because through it they can protect their
interests and become ‘included’ in politics (Moore, 1996).

In developing countries this class analysis may exaggerate the interest
which the lower classes will have in democracy. As well as weakening the
power of the landed classes and giving rise to a new middle class, capitalist
development also increases the power of the working class by creating the
capacity for self-organization through urbanization, factory production,
transportation and new forms of communication (Huber et al., 1993). But
for democracy to be compatible with capitalism it may have to be limited
and not founded on economic equality, social autonomy and citizenship. It
will have to be designed to protect the rights of property-owning classes, not
the rights of those with conflicting economic interests. Demands for the
economic betterment of the working class are a threat to business interests.
Procedural democracy is the most that can be expected under a capitalist
economic system, not political reforms that would protect the social and
economic interests of workers. The consolidation of democracy actually
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requires low levels of political participation, restricted rights of citizenship,
a docile working class, and an absence of many of the rights on which full
democracy operates. This is why democracy is likely to exist alongside
clientelism, state repression and electoral manipulation (Cammack, 1994,
1997, pp. 253–6).

Secondly, quantitative studies of development and democracy actually
tell little about the reasons why democracy breaks down, other than that
there is likely to have been a drop in the level of some statistically signifi-
cant socio-economic indicators. Such a mode of analysis cannot explain
why a fall in, say, per capita income is likely to reduce the chances of dem-
ocratic survival. For this a more qualitative and historical approach to indi-
vidual countries needs to be taken (Potter, 1992).

Case studies, most notably by theorists of Latin American dependency,
have often challenged the relationships which quantitative analysis purports
to establish. Latin America shows no simple correlation between socio-
economic development and democracy, with some relatively rich countries
losing democracy (Argentina in 1930) and some relatively poor countries
developing democratic institutions (for example, Chile in the first half of the
nineteenth century). Often it has seemed that economic performance (that
is, broadly distributed growth) has been more important for democracy than
high levels of socio-economic development (per capita income or structure
of production). Other case studies have, however, confirmed many of the
hypotheses generated by quantitative analysis: that education strengthens
commitment to democracy; that political violence is greatest in poor coun-
tries; and that the growth of a middle class is conducive to democracy
(Diamond, 1992, pp. 117–25).

Asia also reveals that the relationship between development and democ-
racy is by no means simple. The case of India shows that democracy is not
necessarily incompatible with a low level of development. A high level of
development might increase the demands and supports for democracy
through increases in income, education, participation, the political con-
sciousness of the middle class, pluralism or foreign contacts. Alternatively,
it might be destabilizing by loosening traditional forms of authority, gener-
ating political demands from newly created political interests, and deepen-
ing ideological cleavages. Such developments can push authoritarian
regimes in the direction of democracy, or present democracies with unman-
ageable problems. The consequences of development for democracy are
very ambivalent (Diamond, 1989, pp. 33–4).

An explanation of how a relatively rich country might resist democratiza-
tion is provided by Moore’s ‘revenue bargaining’ theory of democracy which
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divides states into ‘coercion intensive’ or ‘capital intensive’, depending on
their sources of revenue. Where the state has no need to bargain with income
earning classes and wealth creators in order to extract revenues, as in poor
agricultural societies, oil-rich countries, or aid dependent states, it has no
need of democracy: states freed from dependence on their subjects for rev-
enue need not take too seriously any relationship of accountability with these
subjects (Moore, M., 1996, p. 59).

Political mediation

Despite the evidence suggesting democracy will only be sustained when the
economic conditions and their associated structural changes in society are
right, it would be wrong to think that socio-economic structures are all that
matter. The ‘autonomy of political factors’ has to be recognized. How else
can India’s remarkable democratic history be explained, or authoritarianism
in countries such as Argentina and Uruguay in the 1960s despite having the
highest levels of GNP per capita and literacy in Latin America (Mainwaring,
1992, p. 326)? In 2001 the Freedom House survey of political rights and civil
liberties confirmed that higher levels of political freedom are correlated with
economic prosperity. But it is still possible for a state to be poor and free (for
example, Benin and Bolivia) or prosperous and repressive (for example,
Brunei and Libya). Politics are important to consolidation in many ways.

The process of socio-economic development may be supportive of democ-
racy, but depending on how élites respond to the new political demands
generated by increased urbanization, industrialization, education and com-
munications. After all, the middle class has not always opposed authoritari-
anism. Whether new groups are included in the political process through
institutional developments, especially political parties and interest groups,
and given access to economic opportunities and rewards (such as land, jobs,
health care and consumer goods) are also relevant mediating factors. So
democracy has fared better in countries such as Venezuela and Costa Rica,
where the new social forces unleashed by development are accommodated
within the political system, than in Brazil and Peru where too often they have
been excluded: ‘the contribution of socio-economic development to democ-
racy illustrates again the powerful and indeed inescapable mediating role of
political leadership, choice and institutionalization’. It has also been shown
that the centrality of politics to economic opportunity has been a fundamen-
tal cause of democratic breakdown (Diamond and Linz, 1989, p. 44).

Other intervening political variables include the speed at which democ-
racy has been introduced. Thus in Latin America the abrupt and violent
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seizure of independence followed by civil and foreign wars produced polit-
ical turmoil in the nineteenth century that made progress towards any kind
of stable government very difficult to achieve. A long history of élite com-
petition is another political factor, significant in some Latin American coun-
tries, and supporting Dahl’s (1971) thesis that democracy is most likely to
be successful when political competition becomes institutionalized before
the expansion of the suffrage and other forms of political participation.
Latin American history supports the hypothesis that democracy is likely to
be more stable if based on a historical sequence that establishes national
identity first, followed by the creation of legitimate state structures, fol-
lowed by the extension of rights to political participation to all members of
society (Diamond and Linz, 1989, pp. 5–9).

Inadequate preparation for constitutional democracy by colonial powers
has been seen as another factor contributing to the difficulties in coping with
change experienced by many newly independent regimes (Brecher, 1963,
p. 624; Diamond, 1988, pp. 6–9; 1989, p. 13; Pinkney, 1993, ch. 3), though
it has to be recognized that a common colonial legacy can be followed by
very different experiences of political stability, as the cases of India and
Pakistan confirm.

The political culture

Following an attitudes survey carried out in the early 1960s by Almond and
Verba it was posited that there is a pattern of political attitudes that supports
democracy – a ‘civic’ or balanced culture ‘in which political activity,
involvement and rationality exist but are balanced by passivity, traditional-
ity, and commitment to parochial values’ (Almond and Verba, 1963, p. 30).
Democratic consolidation also requires attitudes which recognize the legit-
imacy of territorial and constitutional arrangements and a willingness to
accept the outcomes when the rules of political life (especially electoral
rules) have been adhered to (Leftwich, 2000, pp. 136–7).

The values and orientations found to be associated with the stability of
democracy are moderation, co-operation, bargaining and accommodation.
‘Moderation’ and ‘accommodation’ imply toleration, pragmatism, willing-
ness to compromise, and civility in political discourse. Time is often seen as
a critical variable here, producing (for example) a contrast between the time
available for India to acquire democratic values and have them disseminated
from élites to the masses, and the limited opportunity to develop democratic
values in Africa before independence (Diamond et al., 1990, pp. 16–17;
Diamond, 1993b, pp. 10–27).
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There is much convincing evidence that a ‘low’ level of political culture
can undermine democracy. A lack of commitment to democratic principles,
procedures and beliefs on the part of African political élites, for example,
has made it difficult to sustain democracy – even though some traditional
values support consensus, moderation, consultation, the rule of law and
controlled political authority. Similarly in Latin America democratic cul-
tures have helped to maintain democracy and make it more difficult to
consolidate and perpetuate authoritarian government, as in Uruguay in 1980
and Chile in 1988 where ‘both the fact of the plebiscites and the ultimate
popular rejections of the military at the polls reflected the continuing
vitality of democratic culture’ (Diamond, 1988, pp. 14–15; Diamond and
Linz, 1989, p. 13).

However, there is no simple, deterministic link between political culture
and democratic stability because experience of democracy is itself a power-
ful socializing influence. In Latin America democratic political cultures have
been strengthened by the successful performance of democratic government
in accommodating new interests, expanding the economy, developing educa-
tion and securing the welfare of the lower classes. The legitimacy created by
governmental success helps explain the strong correlation between the eco-
nomic performance of democratic regimes in Latin America and their stabil-
ity. Furthermore, studies of Asian society show that political cultures are
often mixed, with countries having ‘some significant values and orientations
that press in a democratic direction and others that press in an authoritarian
one’ (Diamond, 1989, p. 17; Diamond and Linz, 1989, pp. 11, 44).

The relationship between the ‘civic’ culture and democracy implies that a
set of values about the rightness of certain political structures, a high level
of political competence on the part of individuals, and a sense of trust in
other individuals and groups lead to stable democracy. But it could equally
be argued that all such values could be a consequence of the experience of
democratic government. When attitude surveys are carried out to determine
what the predominant political culture is, all that may be revealed are the
expectations that people have as the result of their experience of a political
system. If there is the possibility that the political culture is not cause but
consequence, it ceases to have theoretical significance for understanding
change or the loss of critical levels of support for democracy.

The secret is knowing what creates the critical level of consensus.
Following de Tocqueville, Lipset argued that democratic values are more
likely to be preserved at a time of great social change (such as when democ-
racy is first introduced) if all major social groups are given some access to the
political system early on, and the status of major pre-democratic institutions
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(for example, monarchy) is not threatened during the transition period.
Legitimacy is also preserved by governmental effectiveness: efficient political
and administrative decision-making which enable governments to meet the
needs of the population. In many African states the squandering of resources
by mismanagement, corruption, waste and greed has alienated support for
democratically constituted regimes. It is no coincidence that Botswana is the
most stable African democracy and has moved from being one of the poorest
African countries to one of the richest in a decade and a half. A problem
for many Third World countries is that they are locked into a vicious circle of
low legitimacy and ineffective performance (Diamond, 1988, p. 16; Diamond
et al., 1990, p. 10).

The economic performance of democratic governments may be less
important in deepening democratic values than political performance, or the
level and quality of the democracy practiced. Feelings about corruption,
political freedoms, and the trustworthiness of leaders have an impact on
attitudes about the way democracy works, and the greater the level of satis-
faction with this, the stronger the democracy (Diamond, 1998).

Research has also revealed strong statistical relationships between per
capita GNP and personal beliefs and values supportive of democracy, sug-
gesting that the political culture may be an important intervening variable in
the relationship between development and democracy. As countries become
richer and improvements in education and communications are felt, people
have been observed to become politically more aware, effective, and defen-
sive of their political and civil liberties. Evidence from Taiwan, Thailand,
Turkey and Brazil has been adduced to support this hypothesis (Diamond,
1993a, pp. 419–20; 1993b, pp. 1–2).

Again, the causal relationship is not necessarily in a single direction. The
political culture influences behaviour and the operation of institutions, but
is itself influenced by the development of new social forces, modes of
socialization, leadership and international influences. Hence the political
culture can sustain democracy despite relatively low levels of economic
development. For example, both India and Costa Rica show ‘surprising
democratic persistence despite low or moderate economic development’
because ‘political culture at both the élite and mass levels clearly plays a
strong supporting role’ (Diamond, 1993a, p. 425).

Civil society and democratization

While stable and effective democracy is in part a function of the institutions
negotiated and supported by political élites, it is also dependent on the way
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civil society is organized to influence policy makers, mobilize public opin-
ion, hold governments at all levels to account, and make governments
responsive to the expression of demands and needs (Diamond, 1996,
1997a). Such responsiveness and accountability require a civil society con-
sisting of organizations that are autonomous, voluntary and protected by the
rule of law. What is being referred to here is the civic community of neigh-
bourhood associations, political parties, non-governmental organizations,
associations, private voluntary bodies, grass-roots support organizations,
and social movements which complement state and market and form ‘the
informal sector of the polity’ (Reilly, 1995, p. 7). Such bodies often prolif-
erate in transitions to democracy, having, as in Brazil and the Philippines,
originally been formed during the authoritarian regime when more overt
forms of political participation were banned.

Civil society promotes the consolidation of democracy by monitoring the
exercise of state power, stimulating political participation, educating people
in democracy, representing interests, and providing an alternative to clien-
telism. It creates cross-cutting allegiances, throws up political leaders and
disseminates political information. Associational autonomy entails a move
away from clientelism, allowing people, especially the poor, to articulate
their interests and so move from being clients to being citizens (Fox, 1994,
pp. 151–3; Diamond, 1997a, pp. 29–42).

Parts of civil society are undoubtedly supportive of democracy and of the
interests of groups hitherto excluded from political power, such as women,
different categories of the urban and rural poor, and ethnic minorities. The
development of civil society thus provides opportunities for the poor and
disadvantaged to redress injustices as well as to practice democracy within
their own associations (Diamond, 1992, p. 123). Sustainable democracy
requires ‘democratic deepening’, or the infusion of institutions with demo-
cratic practices. This requires the empowerment of associations in civil
society to increase popular participation, making it more difficult for élites
to manipulate democratic institutions (Luckham and White, 1996, p. 7). A
civil society supportive of democracy has to be embedded in a ‘civic com-
munity’ in which relations between civic associations are founded on trust,
co-operation and reciprocity. Putnam has shown how the effectiveness of
democratic government increases with the strength of ‘civic community’
(1993). If effective democratic government in turn increases support for
democracy, then the ‘civicness’ of the community is crucial.

However, some elements of civil society are distinctly un-civil, reac-
tionary, authoritarian and in other ways uninterested in or opposed to democ-
racy (White, 1996). Civil society may reflect the inequalities of resources,
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knowledge and mobilization that typically distinguish class and other inter-
ests in capitalist society (Grugel, 2002, pp. 94–5). The strength of civil soci-
ety differs greatly between different regions of the Third World. In Africa, for
example, civil society is ‘male dominated and gerontocratic’, and includes
ethnic and fundamentalist religious associations unlikely to sponsor democ-
ratization (Kasfir, 1998, p. 136). In newly democratizing countries civil
society may include groups that openly and freely co-operated with the pre-
vious authoritarian regime as well as criminal elements, drug mafias and
para military groups. Resistance to democratization may also come from a
leadership of non-governmental organization that has been incorporated into
political clientelism. In Latin America, while there has been some collective
empowerment through credit unions, self-help housing and other community
initiatives, new social movements have sometimes been subject to ‘capture’
by government and clientelist politics (Little, 1997, pp. 192–4).

Even when elements in civil society are pro-democratic it may not be
easy for them to move from protest and political confrontation to construc-
tive dialogue with governments (Hernandez and Fox, 1995, pp. 202–3).
A contribution to democracy may be difficult when authoritarianism is
deeply rooted, political representation a novel phenomenon, and political
organizations traditionally monopolized by parties (Reilly, 1995, pp. 257–9).
For example, the ‘democratization of social life’ creates a counterpoint to
the state in Vietnam, when in the past social organizations (trade unions,
youth movements and women’s organizations) have been integrated into
government and party. New social organizations are emerging to support the
urban poor in their quest for housing, work and health care. But such par-
ticipation is still limited because ‘the constraints of the old centralized plan-
ning system still exist; the elements of civil society are still underdeveloped;
and ways to attract and operationalize people’s participation are as yet unre-
liable and ineffective’ (Luan, 1996, p. 1890).

The balance of power

Theorizing about the conditions necessary for the survival of democracy
includes using the methodology of comparative history to develop a ‘balance
of power’ approach (Rueschmeyer et al., 1992). A balance of power between
classes (and coalitions of classes), between the state and civil society, and
between international and national pressures is seen as the crucial determinant
of whether democracies survive even under adverse conditions. The stability
of democracy has been found to vary according to different historical con-
texts, depending on the overall balance of power.
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In South and Central America the relative power of social classes was
found to be dependent upon the reaction of the new middle class, emerging
with the development of capitalist economies, to the rising power of the
working class. The working class had supported democracy and the landed
upper class had consistently opposed it, especially when controlling a large
supply of cheap labour and forming a significant part of the economic élite,
as was the case in South and Central America throughout the first half of the
twentieth century. The relative weakness of the working class in Latin
America has always been a contributory factor in the instability of democ-
racy in the region (Rueschmeyer et al., 1992, p. 282).

The middle class supported representative government, but opposed the
inclusion of the working class. Middle-class support for democracy was apt
to disappear when its interests were threatened by lower-class pressures, the
middle class often supporting military intervention which curtailed civil
rights and parliamentary government even though it found its own access to
the state restricted. Political parties were found to be crucial in consolidat-
ing a balance of power between classes, in mobilizing the working class,
and in protecting the interests of economically dominant classes so that they
had no need to resort to authoritarianism (Rueschmeyer et al., 1992, p. 9).

As we have already seen, a balance between state power and civil society
is also necessary for the stability of democracy and the avoidance of author-
itarianism. In developing countries the state’s autonomy at the time of the
emergence of mass pressure for democratization was greater than in the his-
tory of European democracy, tilting the balance in favour of the state.
Autonomous social organizations, perhaps supported by religion, act as a
counterbalance to the state, but their class content is important for demo-
cratic outcomes, as they have sometimes served as the repositories of
authoritarian ideologies.

The importance of a countervailing power to that of the state is confirmed
by post-colonial African history. Here the state has been ‘the primary arena
of class formation’ and the ‘primary means for the accumulation of personal
wealth’, leading to corruption, the concentration of power, the emergence of
a parasitic bureaucratic bourgeoisie, and the absence of a middle class to
demand ‘the expansion of democratic rights and limitation of state power’.
With a few exceptions, the state has not been balanced by a plurality of
autonomous associations – intellectuals, traditional leaders, professionals,
trade unions, business associations, religious groups, students, journalists
and so on – that are necessary for stable, responsive and accountable gov-
ernment. In Asia, similarly, wherever bureaucratic and military dominance
has restricted the autonomy of interest groups, voluntary bodies and political
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parties, a foundation of democracy has been removed with authoritarian
consequences (Huntington, 1984; Diamond, 1988, pp. 21–7; 1989, p. 22;
Diamond et al., 1990, pp. 22–4).

The concept of a balance between international and national power
refers to the varying impact which foreign influences can have on the inter-
nal balance of power. Economic dependence on agrarian exports strength-
ens the power of large landholders. Capital-intensive industrialization using
imported technology blocks the development of a working class. Foreign-
owned mineral extraction for export, and import-substituting industrializa-
tion, weakens landowners, and strengthens urban classes, both the working
class and the domestic bourgeoisie. When the repressive apparatus of the
state is reinforced by foreign powers concerned about their strategic and
economic interests, the balance between state and civil society is further
altered (Rueschmeyer et al., 1992, pp. 69–75).

Institutional development

Recent research has confirmed that political institutions and leadership have
implications for democratic stability. Institutions are seen as crucial to the
key attributes of democracy – the rule of law, freedom, order, accountabil-
ity, representation and administrative capacity (Diamond, 1997b).
Institutions are also needed that can cope with ethnic demands for special
treatment, including consociational democracy. State institutions are
required to guarantee the effective exercise of citizenship.

Institutional weaknesses have impeded attempts to sustain democracy in
most regions of the Third World. Democracy in Asia has been threatened by
the willingness of rulers to abuse their constitutional powers to strengthen
their position. Military intervention in the region has often been preceded
by the severe erosion of democratic constitutionalism by civil politicians
seeking to perpetuate their power. A willingness to accept the consequences
of democratic practices has been exceptional among Asian political leaders.
In Latin America democratic instability has followed ‘shifts in political
leadership strategies and styles from consensus to confrontation, from
accommodation to polarization’. In Africa the values and skills of political
leaders have been crucial in undermining or sustaining democracy.
Democracy in all regions of the Third World requires commitment to dem-
ocratic values and an accommodating, compromising and consensual style
on the part of political leaders (Diamond, 1989, pp. 6–11; Diamond and
Linz, 1989, p. 15; Diamond et al., 1990, pp. 14–15).
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Other institutional weaknesses have been reflected in political parties that
are internally divided, unable to articulate interests clearly and unable to
mobilize a significant mass base. In Latin America stable democracy has
been associated with parties that satisfy Huntington’s (1968) criteria of
coherence (in policy), complexity (of organization), autonomy (from the
state) and adaptability (to social change). There is evidence that a party sys-
tem with only a small number of parties is most conducive to democratic
stability. Conversely in Thailand the military and bureaucracy have domi-
nated politics because,

with 143 parties crossing the Thai political stage between 1946 and 1981,
political élites have been unable to build strong bases of popular support,
to articulate, aggregate and mobilize political interests, to incorporate
emerging interests into the political process, and to cooperate with one
another in achieving policy innovations. (Diamond et al., 1990, p. 27)

In Africa weak ‘input’ institutions, and especially political parties, have
excluded the mass of the population from constitutional politics, encourag-
ing élitism and clientelism, and forcing people into ‘non-formal’ modes of
participation (Diamond, 1988, pp. 19–20).

Other institutional prerequisites of democracy that have been proposed
include executive accountability to the legislature, a proportional electoral
system, a bicameral legislature and judicial review. Vigorous legislative and
judicial institutions capable of controlling an excessively zealous executive
are also important: ‘the strength and autonomy of the judiciary is roughly
proportional to the condition of democracy’ (Diamond, 1988, p. 31). Party
systems and civil–military relations have been examined in earlier chapters.

Considerable attention has also been paid to the form of executive, that is,
whether democracy is best served by a presidential or parliamentary form. A
strong case has been made in favour of an executive recruited from among
parliamentarians. Presidential executives, especially when combined with the
personalistic and autocratic political traditions found in Latin America, allow
directly elected presidents to claim mandates from the people entitling them
to bypass elected representatives, organized interests and other mechanisms
of accountability. The parliamentary system avoids conflicting executive
and legislative mandates, gives greater flexibility of response when the exec-
utive loses the confidence of the legislature, provides a stronger opposition
and incentives for dialogue between government and opposition, and avoids
fusing head of state with chief executive which enables the incumbent to
claim representation of the national interest rather than a partisan position.
It is also more compatible with a multi-party system, compared with the
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tendency for presidential systems to produce deadlock in executive–legislative
relations, ideological polarization, and difficulties in coalition building
(Mainwaring, 1993; Linz, 1994; Haufman, 1997). So a parliamentary system
might have helped Brazil and Peru in the late 1980s ‘where presidents whose
programmes had failed catastrophically and whose political support had evap-
orated were forced to limp through their remaining terms with virtually no
capacity to respond effectively to the deepening economic and political
crises’ (Diamond et al., 1990, p. 28).

However, comparative evidence is inconclusive. On the one hand,
Przeworski et al. (2000) found that ‘the expected life of democracy under
presidentialism is approximately 21 years, whereas under parliamentarianism
it is 73 years’ (p. 129). But from a comparison of 56 transitions to democracy
in the Third World between 1930 and 1995 Power and Gasiorowski (1997)
could find no evidence that constitutional type ‘had any significant bearing
on the success of Third World experiments in democracy’ (p. 144). Nor
did they find that a multi-party system gave presidential executives particu-
lar problems. They were forced to conclude that institutional variables
generally might be less important for democratic consolidation than had
been thought.

Foreign influence

Finally, interventions from abroad are clearly relevant to the consolidation
of democracy. Such influence is currently supportive in the main, with
regional and global trends towards democracy, and with powerful external
actors making the promotion of democracy and human rights explicit for-
eign policy goals. Demonstration effects from neighbouring states have
been significant, as has international governmental and non-governmental
assistance with democratic reforms (Diamond, 1989, p. 42; Diamond et al.,
1990, p. 33).

However, foreign powers can also work to undermine democracy (Haynes,
2001, p. 50). For example, in 2001 US politicians and officials sought to influ-
ence the election in Nicaragua with money, propaganda and food aid. While
the foreign policy of the USA is officially in favour of democratization, it has
‘correlated poorly’with its other actions in international relations (Whitehead,
1986). In 2002 it was widely suspected of instigating an unsuccessful coup
attempt against the democratically elected President of Venezuela. Not sur-
prisingly, international effects on democracy (positive and negative) tend to
be greater the smaller and more vulnerable the country.
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Conclusion

With the dominant ideology in the world prescribing a free-market econ-
omy, there are very powerful pressures being applied to Third World coun-
tries to liberalize their economies and transform their polities in the
direction of pluralism. Hence the current interest in what is needed to
restore democracy as well as how to make it function effectively so that its
legitimacy becomes firmly established. The significance of economic devel-
opment to democracy shows how important it is to recognize that political
reform cannot sensibly be pursued in isolation from measures designed to
strengthen the performance of Third World economies. It is right to assert
the importance of political prerequisites of democracy and the status of eco-
nomic factors as necessary but not sufficient conditions for consolidation.
But it is important that political preconditions should not be part of one’s
definition of democracy, lest theorizing becomes merely tautological.

It is also important to understand that democracy is a contested concept.
The choice of a particular definition – electoral competition, decision-making
procedures, civil and political rights, or the distribution of power within
society – may reflect an ideological or normative position on the part of the
user that should be acknowledged.
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12
Conclusion: Democracy
and Development

The main challenge facing Third World societies today is the creation of a
political system with legitimacy in the eyes of the majority. Without legiti-
macy in government there can be no stability, and without stability, no
social and economic progress. Legitimacy is increasingly seen to reside
with democratic forms of government as pro-democracy movements gather
momentum in most regions of the Third World. Yet the most pronounced
feature of democratic regimes is their fragility. The establishment of peace-
ful, democratic politics is obstructed by civil war in Afghanistan, Burundi
and Sudan, political assassination in Mexico, ethnic conflict and separatism
in Rwanda, Somalia, Sri Lanka and Liberia, religious fundamentalism in
Egypt and Algeria, bankrupt absolutism in Zaire and El Salvador, and the
West’s willingness to sell arms to any regime, no matter how repressive. The
threat of economic crisis hangs over the fledgling democracies of Brazil,
Malawi, Nepal, Uganda, Angola and Mozambique. Communal violence
persistently mars India’s democratic record. Many Third World countries
are faced with accumulations of such factors, and some combine them with
severe ecological problems.

Although there have been impressive transitions away from military
dictatorship in many parts of the Third World in the last decade, the military
as a political force is present everywhere, growing stronger, and should
never be underestimated politically. It remains dominant in parts of Asia,
the Middle East and Africa. The armed forces pose an overt threat to democ-
racy in the Philippines, Haiti, Guatemala, Thailand, Uruguay, Chad,
Venezuela and Cambodia, Nigeria, Mali, Peru, Sierra Leone and Gambia.
Foreign intervention has often been a Third World democracy’s only pro-
tection against the militarization of politics.

Much of the hope for stability in the new pluralist political systems rests
on the organizational strength of political parties whose ideologies support
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the democratic process. How long some of the diverse coalitions for the
restoration of democracy can survive the enormous expectations of them is
a subject of much speculation. Elections in Mozambique, Kenya and Nepal
have introduced competitive party politics into inhospitable social and eco-
nomic environments. The African National Congress in South Africa
encompasses a broad spectrum of regional, racial, cultural, class and ideo-
logical positions. Elsewhere parties themselves constitute the greatest threat
to democracy, either because of their refusal to accept majority decisions
(such as Renamo in Mozambique, Unita in Angola or ZANU-PF in
Zimbabwe), or because of their inherent authoritarianism, contempt for
human rights or religious intolerance.

The apparent globalization of political values and institutions represented
by the dissolution of the communist regimes in the Second World and their
replacement by systems of government broadly subscribing to liberal dem-
ocratic beliefs and practices, has lent credence to the view that there is an
inevitable trend towards a universal form of government on which all soci-
eties will eventually converge. Such interpretations of recent world history
gain encouragement from the extent to which pluralist democracy has
replaced military regimes or single-party states in Latin America and Africa.

There would seem to be echoes of modernization theory in such predic-
tions and interpretations (Leftwich, 1993, p. 605). Assumptions about the
importance of the development of civil society as a counterbalance to the
power of the state are reminiscent of the importance attached by modern-
ization theory to the ‘organic solidarities’ which are a function of the
increased complexity and specialization of modernizing social structures.
Similarly ideas about ‘good governance’ which increasingly inform
Western aid policy and which prescribe the separation of powers, the
accountability and efficiency of public bureaucracy, and the rule of law as
indispensable components of a democratic polity and free society, find their
counterpart in the concept of structural differentiation that is central to polit-
ical functionalism. The development of differentiated and specialized polit-
ical structures serves to strengthen the extractive, regulative, distributive,
symbolic and responsive capabilities of governments, as well as preserving
the independence of different parts of the machinery of government, thus
inhibiting the concentration of power in a small and personalized executive
élite which is so often the hallmark of Third World politics.

However, as Leftwich reminds us, modernization theory, unlike much
contemporary Western political rhetoric, did not assume that democracy
could take root regardless of economic and social conditions. Rather it sees
economic development as preceding the modernization of politics – which
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is precisely what has happened in the newly industrializing states of the
Third World, where democracy has until very recently been conspicuously
absent in some of the fast growing capitalist economies, notably Brazil,
Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand and Indonesia (Leftwich, 1993,
pp. 612–13). The Asian Tigers are sometimes offered as evidence that
authoritarianism is better than democracy for rapid economic development,
though it should be recognized that the conditions which were crucial to
economic success – including a high rate of domestic savings and a large
number of small and medium-sized enterprise – do not appear to be depend-
ent on an authoritarian political regime (Sandschneider, 1991).

There have been different perspectives on whether democracy or author-
itarianism is required to lift a poor country out of economic and social
underdevelopment. The conflict perspective argues that economic develop-
ment needs an authoritarian regime to push through policies needed to facil-
itate rapid growth in the face of resistance. Democracy is regarded as
inherently unstable and permits the expression of powerful pressures to
redistribute and consume resources rather than accumulate and invest them.
Both tendencies hamper development. The compatibility argument claims
democracies are as capable as authoritarian regimes of combining growth
with redistribution, leading to expanded markets and economic growth.
Democracy is also a precondition for a functioning market economy which
promotes growth, human development and social equality. The sceptical
view doubts whether there is any systematic relationship between democ-
racy and development. These different perspectives can be attributed to the
different time periods, countries, and political and economic indicators used
by the researchers (Helliwell, 1994; see also Ersson and Lane, 1996).

Helliwell’s comparative analysis of data for 125 countries between 1976
and 1985 found no significant causal influence of variable levels of democ-
racy on economic growth, though there was evidence that democracy stim-
ulates education and investment, both needed for economic development.
Furthermore, democracy does not incur costs in terms of lost economic
growth. Ersson and Lane similarly found that investment in physical capital
and the availability of human capital had more impact on growth than level
of democracy, but that democracy is positively correlated with human
development generally.

Przewroski et al. (2000) also found no evidence that democracy under-
mines investment. Democratic regimes also preside over economies gener-
ally paying higher wages, using labour more effectively, and benefiting
more from technological progress than autocracies. Per capita incomes also
grow faster in democracies. While some authoritarian regimes, notably the
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Asian Tigers, produced remarkable economic achievements, many others
have not, notably in Africa. A comparison of 135 countries over a 40-year
period showed that spectacular development is as likely under democracy as
dictatorship, and produced not ‘a shred of evidence that democracy need be
sacrificed on the altar of development’ (p. 271).

There does, however, appear to be agreement that for a democratic state
to be developmental it requires institutions, political forces and socio-
economic structures that are rarely found in developing countries. The
developmental capacity of a democracy will depend partly on politics, espe-
cially levels of political equality and participation, and the type of party
system. Politics, rather than regime type, determines whether a country is
successful economically. To achieve development there needs to be a
‘developmental state’ rather than economic and political laissez-faire. State
intervention has historically been associated with economic growth in the
developing world. This implies that democracy plus the right policy pack-
age can bring about economic development and the political benefits of
improved rights and liberties. Development does not need authoritarianism
(Leftwich, 1996, 2000; White, 1998).

A developmental democracy also needs institutions to enforce property
rights and contracts, providing incentives for investment and innovation.
Investment in machinery, equipment, education and the financial sector
(‘keys to development’) will not take place unless effective judicial and
administrative institutions are in place. While both authoritarian and demo-
cratic regimes have been capable of protecting and neglecting property
rights, there has been a ‘substantial connection’ between the institutions of
representative government and individual rights of property and contract
(Clague et al., 1997, p. 97). Long-lasting democracies provide better prop-
erty rights than autocracies. However, causal effects are difficult to specify
since there are factors favourable to both lasting democracy and property
rights (and thus economic performance), such as equality or the absence of
ethnic and racial divisions.

Democracy also contributes to development by providing a context for
effective policy reforms. For example, political participation was necessary
for educational reform in Burkina Faso. The rule of law enabled community-
based resource management to go ahead in Tanzania. Democratic governance
gives ‘stakeholders’ incentives and opportunities to improve public services.
There is a reciprocal relationship here – sectoral reforms support democracy
when they are designed to provide opportunities for participation, accounta-
bility and transparency, so generating social capital and providing experience
of government mechanisms and processes (Brinkerhoff, 2000).
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The resurgence of religious fundamentalism in parts of the Third World
appears to undermine much of modernization theory’s conclusions about
secularization as a feature of modern society and polity. However, the mod-
ernization theorists did not simply equate secularization with the separation of
theology and politics. Secularization also meant a particular kind of rational-
ization seen as characteristic of efficient economic and political organization.
In this respect modernization theory is relevant to the analysis of the perform-
ance of theocratic regimes, and of which category of autocratic regime they
join – that with dismal records of social and economic development or that
with records of economic growth and relatively high per capita incomes. The
concepts of ‘community’ and ‘association’ will be central to such analysis.
Although the diversity of political developments in the Third World, and the
absence of a clear direction of political change even in individual countries,
obviate any theory of progress towards a single goal, the sociological con-
cepts of modernization theory are indispensable for distinguishing between
the different values that underpin social relationships and conflicts, especially
those based on ethnicity.

As we saw in Chapter 11, democratic stability is unlikely to be achieved
unless there is economic growth. However, this needs to be used to support
social progress. Much will depend on whether opportunities for social bet-
terment are provided for formerly excluded groups. Rapid economic growth
may increase inequalities and lead to powerful expressions of political dis-
content, with destabilizing consequences. The economic and social condi-
tions of the urban and rural poor are likely to decline, at least in the short
term. Under the neo-liberal economic policies required by structural adjust-
ment programmes, the correlates of political resistance remain of great sig-
nificance to the analysis of politics among the Third World’s poor. There are
few countries where the poor are experiencing much progress. The drift
from countryside to towns is unlikely to improve their position, either eco-
nomically or politically, and therefore provides fertile ground in which to
test theories of political action and inaction among marginalized people.
The constraints on effective political mobilization among such groups
remain strong, as does the inter-dependency between them and leaders from
more prosperous and organized sections of society, such as the church in
parts of Africa and Latin America, which mediate between them and the
public authorities.

Hence the current interest within the international development commu-
nity in the scope for ‘empowering’ the poor, through such measures as pro-
poor coalitions, the removal of legal and other barriers to freedom of
association, providing education and widely disseminated information in
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ways that reach the poor, and strengthening the Rule of Law to remove the
illegalities which the poor encounter when they seek to exert political influ-
ence or enforce their rights: arbitrary arrest, police harassment, violence
from thugs hired by economic élites, and bureaucratic discrimination.
Empowerment can also be extended by supporting, through enabling rules
if not financial subventions, legal service organizations to improve legal
literacy, provide legal aid, create a culture of rights, organize legal advocacy
and campaign for legal reforms. Such changes not only assist the poor in
securing their legal rights and entitlements but also empower the poor polit-
ically (World Bank, 2001c, pp. 105–10).

New democracies are also threatened by the possibility of a ‘revolution’
of rising expectations, as in countries where sharp increases in the prices
of basic commodities have led to riots, in South Africa, where the ANC
government will have to struggle to meet the expectations of a politically
conscious and mobilized black population for jobs, land, housing, safe
water, health care and education, and in Argentina, where economic crisis
threatens the stability of the latest attempt to govern democratically.

Institutional developments, and particularly the emergence of political
parties strong enough to defend class interests in competitive politics, are
crucial for democratic stability, and for the development of civil society as
a counter-balance to the power of the state. Of particular significance here
is the tendency for Third World parties to secure their support through
patronage, clientelism and traditional affiliations, rather than by mobilizing
people with a common socio-economic status. This makes it difficult to
organize political action along class lines, and enables ruling élites to main-
tain their position even when faced with the need to secure mass support.

The reactions of dominant socio-economic groups to demands for greater
social equality and political participation will also be crucial to the future of
fragile democracies. The social dislocation and extended political mobiliza-
tion occasioned by economic change and growth has often been associated
with military intervention on behalf of sectional interests threatened by
democratic politics. Political institutionalization has been found to provide
some protection against a reactionary military-middle class alliance, which
again points to the importance of mass political parties attracting support
from across all regions and ethnic divisions. Military intervention has often
responded to intra-class conflict by managing the state on behalf of fun-
damental economic and social structures that seemed threatened by the
democratic process, or by siding with one middle-class faction (perhaps
associated with a particular ethnic group) and dismantling the political insti-
tutions through which other factions articulated their interests.
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The political culture may include anti-democratic values which endorse
such authoritarian modes of government, especially among classes which
believe their privileges to be threatened by a wider distribution of political
power. There are still plenty of examples to remind us that in the rural areas
of the Third World landlords are in a position to employ armed force and
a corrupt judicial system to ward off land reform.

The extent to which political autonomy is limited by external control of
parts of a country’s economy, and the internal power structure affected by
dependency, remain significant in Third World politics. The ability of
a country to secure substantial aid in return for buying arms from the aid
donor, as evidenced by Malaysia’s Pergau hydro-electric project, is indica-
tive of the changing relationship between metropolitan centres and the
wealthier of their former colonies. When aid is used to finance uneconomic
projects as a ‘sweetener’ to secure arms deals in countries where the need
for development assistance is much less than in many others, an ideal test-
ing ground is provided for some of the contesting hypotheses in the neo-
colonialism debate, especially those pertaining to the autonomy of
governments to negotiate with richer countries and the beneficiaries of the
outcomes of those negotiations within the Third World country concerned.

A key question for the future is how far Third World countries can diver-
sify their economies and so reduce their reliance on the fluctuating values of
a few vulnerable commodities. Indonesia, for example, reduced its export
dependence on oil and gas from 80 per cent in 1981 to 35 per cent in 1989
by diversification into other minerals and timber. Malaysia has reduced its
dependence on rubber and tin by manufacturing steel and motor cars and
becoming the world’s largest producer of electronic equipment. Such devel-
opment requires substantial foreign investment of a kind which will always
render a Third World economy vulnerable to the extraction of valuable sur-
plus, growing disparities of income between the new industrial and business
classes and the rural poor, and increasing international debt (Indonesia’s
foreign debt of over £50 billions is Asia’s largest).

The effect on the domestic social structure of penetration by the global
market of rapidly-growing economies in the Third World continues to pres-
ent a challenge to political analysts. The exploitation of labour for low
wages in unsafe working conditions is on the increase. Governments in both
the developed and developing worlds which play host to multinationals and
domestic industries which cause heavy pollution and threats to the health of
the poor in the Third World, such as the USA, India and China, have
strongly resisted recognizing the rights of communities to take legal action
to restrict environmental destruction (for example, during the United
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Nation’s World Summit on the Environment in 2002). Associations to rep-
resent the rights of workers are often banned, but as inequalities increase it
is difficult to see how governments can continue to suppress legitimate
demands. While it may be good for such abstractions as growth rates and
levels of production that investment by developed countries in developing
economies, mainly Asian and Latin American, has increased, it is question-
able how good it is for the people in the low-pay occupations and ecologi-
cally vulnerable regions that make these countries attractive to foreign
investment. Economic liberalization may also be accompanied by very
limited political liberalization. The latter is of much less concern than the
former to private foreign investors. The concepts related to the theories of
dependency and neo-colonialism provide a framework for analysing the
behaviour of foreign interests within the developing and industrializing
society, their relations with indigenous interests, especially the local busi-
ness class and political élite, and the consequences of these relationships for
the urban and rural poor.
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