
Whether in the wake
of internal conºict or foreign military intervention, the reconstruction of public
institutions in failed and collapsed states has become a key priority of the in-
ternational community. Unlike traditional peacekeeping operations, which fo-
cus on preventing a resumption of hostilities, state reconstruction focuses on
restoring the state’s monopoly over the means of coercion. Other objectives
include the reestablishment of political institutions (governments, ministries,
local administration, national armies, police forces, judiciaries, etc.), the pro-
motion of political participation (e.g., the holding of elections) and human
rights, the provision of social services, and economic recovery.

The United Nations has conducted nineteen “complex peace operations”
since the end of the Cold War. Ten of these have taken place in Africa.1 Not-
withstanding qualiªed successes such as Namibia, Mozambique, and possibly
Liberia, the results of these operations in Africa have been paltry, particularly
as regards the establishment of self-sustaining state institutions. Sierra Leone’s
ªrst post-transition elections in 2007, for example, were marred by violence.
Youth who fought in the civil war continue to be marginalized; the economy
has stagnated; and economic mismanagement remains rampant.2 In Burundi,
where the UN mandate to “restore lasting peace and bring about national rec-
onciliation” was ofªcially completed in 2006, there remained signiªcant politi-
cal tensions and pockets of violence in 2007.3 In Ivory Coast, UN and French
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military deployments were unable to end the civil war that broke out in 2002,
leaving the country divided into a rebel-controlled north and a government-
controlled south. In Sudan, northern and southern Sudanese elites reached a
much-heralded peace agreement in 2005, but the country continued to teeter
on the brink of collapse following the outbreak of a new rebellion in Darfur in
eastern Sudan since 2003. In the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC),
the UN’s largest state reconstruction mission, 17,400 peacekeepers and 2,500
European Union troops were unable to prevent violence in the wake of the
2006 postconºict elections, and conºict in the eastern region actually increased
after the 2003–06 transition. Even Africa’s earlier success stories, such as
Mozambique, which completed its postconºict transition in 1994, remain weak
states dependent on international aid, and have faced setbacks.4

This article examines the obstacles to successful reconstruction in the failed
states of sub-Saharan Africa. For sure, state reconstruction problems are not
unique to Africa, and the worldwide record is “mixed at best.”5 Moreover,
many scholars who have published on state failure and reconstruction in gen-
eral have also addressed Africa’s plight.6 Yet, there are at least three reasons
for speciªcally examining the problems of state reconstruction in Africa.
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First, the extent to which state failure is a broadly African phenomenon
cannot be overstated. At the end of 2005, 82 percent of UN peacekeepers
worldwide (more than 51,000 so-called blue helmets) were stationed in Africa.7

In the rankings of the 2006 Fund for Peace Failed States Index, 53 percent of
states in the “most failed” category (and six of the top seven) were in Africa, as
were 28 percent of those in the next category, and 7 percent of those in the
third. No African state appeared in the best performing group.8 Using gover-
nance data from the U.S. Millennium Challenge Account, Jeremy Weinstein
and Milan Vaishnav concluded in 2006 that 75 percent of the “worst perform-
ers” and 90 percent of states “struggling on many fronts” were African.9 Even
the continent’s seemingly stable countries are capable of rapid downward spi-
rals, as demonstrated by Ivory Coast and Zimbabwe after 2000. In fact, nine-
teen of the twenty-ªve countries ranked by the Center for International
Development and Conºict Management as at highest risk for instability in
2007 were in Africa.10 Given these ªgures, the level of violence on the conti-
nent—and the subsequent demand for state-building operations—is unlikely
to diminish soon.11

The damage from state failure in Africa dwarfs the human misery it pro-
vokes elsewhere. In the DRC alone, the war of 1998–2003 is estimated to have
cost nearly 4 million lives.12 In 2006, 25 percent of people identiªed as vulnera-
ble by the UN High Commissariat for Refugees were in Africa, home to only
13 percent of the world’s population, and the continent contained ªve of
the top ten countries of origin of refugee populations (i.e., Burundi, the DRC,
Liberia, Somalia, and Sudan).13 Africa also had the greatest number of inter-
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nally displaced persons of any continent, with almost 12 million in twenty-one
countries in 2006 (out of 24.5 million worldwide).14

The consequences of state failure also reverberate more broadly in Africa.
When the DRC failed in 1998, it dragged at least seven other countries into its
conºict. State decay in Ivory Coast throughout the 1990s was partly induced
by failure in Liberia and Sierra Leone, and has had severe repercussions for
other countries in West Africa. Today, militias cross borders at will and spread
violence between Chad, the Central African Republic, and Sudan. In 2007,
Somalia dragged Ethiopia into its conºict.15 Moreover, with Africa accounting
for an increasing proportion of worldwide oil exports and concerns rising
about terrorist activities in Liberia, the Sahel, Sierra Leone, and Somalia, state
failures will have even wider-range consequences in the future.16

A second reason for analyzing reconstruction efforts in Africa is the substan-
tial disconnect between scholarly work on African statehood and the recon-
struction policies applied in the continent. Scholars have linked African state
failure to leadership failure, the postcolonial nature of African states, the
difªculties of democratization in multiethnic societies, and the vagaries of
aid dependency.17 Yet reconstruction efforts in these states typically consist of
bringing all of the violent actors together in power-sharing agreements
(including those that have already demonstrated failed leadership), reassert-
ing the integrity of the failed state, organizing elections, and showering the
country with aid. Moreover, despite some consensus that African elites adopt
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policies that maximize their power and material interests, the typical recon-
struction agenda assumes instead their altruism and desire to maximize the
welfare of the country as a whole with recommendations such as “improve the
rule of law,” “hold free and fair elections,” “combat corruption,” and “hold
perpetrators of violence responsible for their actions.”18

Third, Africa is unique in the extent to which some of its states were already
dysfunctional prior to collapse and failure. Most African states have never had
effective institutions, relying instead on the personalized networks of patron-
age. They have never generated sustainable growth. Factionalism has always
been politically prevalent, and states have more often been instruments of pre-
dation and extraction than tools for the pursuit of public goods. In vast parts of
Africa, state failure is less an objective condition than a permanent mode of po-
litical operation.

This article is organized around three ºawed assumptions that underpin re-
construction failures in Africa.19 First is the implicit assumption that Western
state institutions can be successfully transferred to Africa.20 The evidence sug-
gests, however, that the region has obstinately resisted attempts at transform-
ing it. The limited success of recent donor-sponsored market reforms and
democracy promotion indicates that the grand vision of state building, with its
one-size-ªts-all approach, is likely to meet resistance. The second faulty as-
sumption concerns the extent to which reconstruction efforts in Africa imply a
logic of cooperation between donors and African leaders, which presumes a
shared understanding of failure and reconstruction. Many African political
elites, however, share neither the diagnosis of failure nor the objectives set out
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by the foreign promoters of reconstruction policies. Instead, they seek to maxi-
mize the beneªts accruing to them from these policies, as well as from ongoing
political instability. The third ºawed assumption is that donors will be able to
harness the material, military, and symbolic resources necessary for long-term
state reconstruction in Africa. Our data on the international ªscal and military
resources allocated to Africa’s failed states suggest instead a lack of political
will among donors to sustain the long-term costly efforts that would be consis-
tent with the lofty goals of state reconstruction. In addition, mixed agendas
among donors, torn between reconstruction imperatives and their national
policy objectives, can undermine the legitimacy of their state-building efforts
in the eyes of African societies. In conclusion, we recommend a greater reli-
ance on indigenous state reconstruction efforts and the promotion by donors
of African interest groups capable of holding their governments domestically
accountable and of generating the processes of social bargaining necessary for
sustainable state formation.

Flaw #1: The Institutional Transfer Fallacy

In the literature on state reconstruction in Africa, the capacity of Western do-
nors to achieve their goals is too often unquestioned, and expectations regard-
ing their success unrelated to their historical record. A look at Western
attempts at engineering institutional change in Africa reveals shortcomings
that impede the success of such efforts. In this section, we revisit the original
state construction project in Africa—colonization—and highlight the shallow-
ness of this enterprise. We then examine constraints on Western development
policies and efforts to promote democracy in Africa.

why modern states have never existed in africa

The goal of rebuilding collapsed states is to restore them as “constituted repos-
itories of power and authority within borders” and as “performers and suppli-
ers of political goods.”21 Almost all African states, however, have never
achieved such levels of statehood. Many are “states that fail[ed] before they
form[ed].”22 Indeed, the evidence is overwhelming that most of Africa’s col-
lapsed states at no point in the postcolonial era remotely resembled the ideal
type of the modern Western polity.23 The DRC, for example, has never pos-
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sessed a monopoly on coercion, nor has it ever enjoyed the rule of law or an ef-
fective bureaucracy.24 These may be desired goals of state building in Africa, as
they are in other parts of the world, but they are generally at odds with past
and present empirical conditions in many African states.

By implication, terms such as “rebuilding,” “resuscitating,” and “reestab-
lishing” are misleading insofar as they imply the prior existence of effective
public institutions waiting to reemerge. Given Africa’s historical record, how-
ever, reconstruction amounts to re-creating structures that caused failure in
the ªrst place. In Sierra Leone, for example, a diplomat from a donor country
recently complained that “all our resources have gone toward re-creating the
conditions that caused the conºict.”25 In the DRC, too, there are signs that
the 2003–06 foreign-sponsored democratic transition merely ushered in an au-
thoritarian and corrupt political and economic system similar to that of the late
President Mobutu Sese Seko, who ruled the country (then known as Zaire)
from 1965 to 1997. At best, institutions in failed African states need to be re-
built and reformed at the same time. At worst, they may need to be created for
the very ªrst time.

The structural weakness of Africa’s states can be traced to the colonial era
and the peculiar nature of the political institutions that were imposed on
African societies by their colonizers. These institutions provided only a shal-
low basis for the state. Britain’s form of indirect rule was a common feature of
all colonial administrations, relying on intermediary local elites to compensate
for the thinly spread colonial apparatus.26 Thus, although colonialism and
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decolonization represent early instances of state building, they did not involve
an in-depth or lasting transfer of modern state institutions. Largely as a re-
sult, when they reached independence, the vast majority of African states
“plainly did not meet what had hitherto been the normally accepted criteria of
statehood.”27

the limits of political engineering from without

Having transplanted foreign states to Africa, outsiders have since repeatedly
attempted to mold African state institutions according to their own templates.
Over the last quarter century, in particular, Western donors have increasingly
endeavored to engineer economic and political change in Africa’s weak states.
Generally, their goal has been to improve the effectiveness of governance insti-
tutions and promote development.28 Since 1990 democracy assistance has also
grown in importance, partly as a result of increased perceptions that Africa’s
economic stagnation has political roots.29 In seeking to reform weak African
states, donors have conditioned their aid on the states’ willingness to imple-
ment speciªc policy prescriptions. The intrusiveness of these externally driven
policies provides important clues as to the chances of success of the even more
ambitious contemporary state-building efforts. As the following sections show,
the inherent limitations of outside attempts at institutional change and the re-
sistance of African states, however weak, raise doubts as to their chances of
success.

development assistance

Africa remains by far the poorest region of the world, with average per capita
income lower than it was thirty years ago.30 Between 1981 and 2001, the share
of Africans living on less than $1 a day rose from 41 to 46 percent.31 Only a
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handful of countries are likely to meet even half of the eight Millennium
Development Goals laid out by the United Nations to reduce poverty by
2015.32

Despite some successes, bilateral and multilateral donors have little to show
for the more than $500 billion they have spent in Africa since the early 1960s.33

Numerous factors hampered the effectiveness of past aid efforts, including
strategic Cold War considerations, which led all foreign donors to provide
ample funding to kleptocratic rulers such as Zaire’s Mobutu and Liberia’s
Samuel Doe.34 Yet, equally important have been the conceptual and capacity
limitations of donors themselves and the resistance to change of African
governments.

As well established as the current emphasis on capacity building seems to
be, aid donors have historically wavered regarding the proper role of the state
in African development. After a Keynesian period in the 1960s and 1970s
when the state was perceived as the engine of growth, donors regarded it as an
obstacle to development for much of the following two decades. Starting in the
1990s, they began to abandon this idea. Recognizing that development re-
quires an effective state, donors have begun to focus on building capacity.35

Nevertheless, their attitude toward the state has remained ambiguous, com-
peting with an infatuation for the nonstate sector, which has at times ham-
pered the strengthening of state institutions. In some countries, for example,
more than 20 percent of total aid is channeled through nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs), up from less than 1 percent in 1990, as donors have en-
couraged nonstate actors to become service providers.36 This dualism has
occasionally provoked ªerce competition between state and nonstate actors
for outside funding and has had far-reaching repercussions on state capacity,
including the attrition of civil servants to better-paying NGOs.37

Donors have also been remiss and inconsistent in demanding implementa-
tion of conditionality by African governments. As a result, there is little corre-
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lation between the allocation of aid and the quality of economic management
and governance.38 Donors have also usually failed to coordinate their aid pro-
grams, with grave consequences for state building where myriad actors claim
to have a role.39 In Cameroon, for example, donor agencies were implementing
1,184 different projects in 2005. These were evaluated by 400–500 annual
missions, with each donor agency having its own modalities and reporting re-
quirements, thus putting a huge strain on an already weak state administra-
tion.40 Furthermore, the average rate of implementation of conditions included
in policy programs sponsored by the World Bank and the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) was only 50 to 60 percent.41 Reviewing these and other prob-
lems associated with foreign aid, Nicolas van de Walle concludes that
contemporary capacity-building efforts in aid-dependent countries are largely
“Sisyphean” and “doomed to fail.”42

Meanwhile, many African governments have skillfully evaded outside pres-
sures for structural changes. State elites have frequently manipulated eco-
nomic reform and used these reforms to recalibrate their power, notably in the
realm of privatization of state-owned enterprises.43 Such avoidance of reform
manifests a stark divergence of interests between external actors and local
state elites, often creating situations where “outsiders seek to promote devel-
opment in countries with governments not particularly interested in develop-
ment.”44 This divergence thus helps to explain the limited success of outside
efforts in creating effective institutions in Africa’s weak states. As the next sec-
tion shows, similar constraints have hampered donors’ promotion of democ-
racy in Africa.

democracy promotion

Donors have made the holding of multiparty elections a central tenet of their
state reconstruction efforts in Africa for several reasons. These include norma-
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tive biases,45 a desire to counter the perception that they put stability ahead of
democracy, and a belief that authoritarianism contributes to state failure.46 Yet,
earlier attempts at democracy promotion on the continent, in less challenging
environments, led to sufªciently underwhelming results to question whether
donors are capable of instigating such changes.

Although democracy has made some strides in many parts of Africa, multi-
party elections since the 1990s have rarely ushered in institutions able to hold
governments accountable.47 As of 2005, only twelve countries in sub-Saharan
Africa were democratic by one measure.48 The majority of states in the region
are semi-democracies where authoritarian practices and violations of human
and political rights remain common despite electoral trappings. To be sure,
African democratization is ªrst of all an indigenous process, and it would be
mistaken to conceive of its fate as merely a function of external efforts. Never-
theless, the insigniªcant or outright negative association between democracy
assistance and democratization in Africa is problematic.49

Democracy assistance efforts in Africa have suffered from two main short-
comings. First, donors have paid scant attention to the coexistence in Africa of
informal political institutions with formal bureaucratic procedures.50 Behind
the rational-legal façade of statehood, informal decisionmaking processes that
are strongly determined by personal relations dominate national politics.
These relations constitute patronage-based clientelist networks that vertically
connect the political center and its elites to groups in society.51 Political alle-
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giance to the patron is exchanged for services and goods received by the cli-
ents. As a result, the line between the private and public spheres is so blurred
that notions of the public good and of independent civil society are ultimately
absent.52 From the outside, this form of politics may be regarded as engender-
ing corruption, misrule, and bad governance. For its participants, however,
it is eminently rational, facilitating accommodation processes among elites that
lend an often astonishing stability to otherwise weak institutional state struc-
tures.53

This form of governance came under pressure in the early 1990s when do-
nors sought to impose democracy by tying their assistance to political reforms.
For African rulers, this economic pressure clashed with the exigency of distrib-
uting patronage to key allies. Keenly aware that reforming their states’ politi-
cal systems would endanger their survival in power, many African rulers
undertook only partial reforms, essentially limited to organizing multiparty
elections, to accommodate the demands of donors and lessen the political
pressure they had begun to experience.54 Often grossly manipulated, these
elections usually allowed incumbents to stay in power. Indeed, with 14 victo-
ries in 100 elections throughout Africa since 1990, opposition electoral success
remains the exception.55

The inconsistent behavior of donors constitutes the second problem of de-
mocracy assistance. For not only have donor demands essentially been limited
to holding elections, but they have also frequently failed to ensure that those
receiving aid meet the conditions under which it is given, even in cases of
egregious foul play by state elites. The widely condemned stealing of the presi-
dential elections by Cameroon’s ruler Paul Biya in 1992, for example, was not
sanctioned by a reduction in aid. On the contrary, Biya as well as his fellow au-
tocrats Gnassingbé Eyadéma in Togo and Mobutu in Zaire received increased
(French) assistance while democratizing Benin saw a reduction of develop-
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ment aid.56 Moreover, state elites have been quick to capitalize on donors’
struggles to determine priorities. African governments have learned to evade
pressures for political reform by embracing some aspects of economic liberal-
ization as prescribed by donors. This approach has, for example, earned the
government of Uganda a degree of respectability despite its reluctance to al-
low genuine political competition.57

It is possible that the introduction of multiparty elections may have positive
democratization effects in the long run.58 At present, however, economic liber-
alization and democracy promotion in some African states have produced il-
liberal regimes whose salient features remain excessive presidential powers,
clientelism, and patronage. The limited success of donor-promoted economic
and political reforms in far less demanding conditions than those of failed
states should caution state builders against pursuing overly ambitious
objectives.

Flaw #2: Divergent Understandings of Failure and Reconstruction

The frequent lack of success of postconºict transitions in African states comes
in large part from the mistaken belief in a shared understanding of failure and
reconstruction and from international actors misreading the nature of politics
in Africa, particularly with respect to the beneªcial properties of failure for lo-
cal politicians. There are three dimensions of state failure and reconstruction
along which donors and African elites have developed conºicting understand-
ings and experiences. First, in most peace-building operations in Africa, a cog-
nitive dissonance exists regarding the nature of state failure and the kind of
reconstruction efforts that are needed to address it. Donors typically see such
failure as a systemic breakdown and reconstruction as a new form of social
contracting. African elites are more likely to view both as an opportunity to
maximize their political fortunes. They may see reconstruction as the continua-
tion of war and political competition for resources by new means. Second, re-
construction efforts are frequently at odds with the remarkable degree of
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institutional resilience in and of failed states. The public institutions of failed
states may be deeply dysfunctional, but this does not necessarily mean that
they will be dismantled or that they cease to have some usefulness for local
elites. As a result, while reconstruction agreements typically create new insti-
tutions for the transition period and beyond, African leaders tend to see legiti-
macy as remaining in preexisting sovereign institutions. Third, state failure is
often accompanied by the creation or growth of parallel local institutions,
which provide substitutes for the provision of public goods, such as health
care, education services, and security. Reconstruction efforts often neglect
these local institutions, despite their demonstrated ability to cope with state
weakness and failure.

the instrumentalization of failure and reconstruction

Donors act as if they assume that they and African political elites share an un-
derstanding of state failure and reconstruction. In a 2004 report, the World
Bank noted, for example, that “there is a consensus in the DRC that economic
recovery and political stabilization both require the rebuilding and trans-
formation of the State.” The report added that “key actors share a vision of a
market-based economy in which the State would withdraw from productive
sectors, and work in coalition with non-governmental networks to deliver so-
cial services.” Moreover, the authors believed that “powerful constituencies all
have to gain from reforms” that included an anticorruption campaign, which
they argued had received a “heavy emphasis” from the president and his gov-
ernment.59 The evidence suggests, however, that such optimism may be un-
warranted. The manipulation by African political elites of their institutions’
weakness and of political disorder extends to violent conºict, state failure, and
state reconstruction, and undermines the validity of donors’ beliefs in a shared
understanding of failure and reconstruction.

African rulers typically exploit their control of the state to appropriate for
their own use public resources, rather than provide public goods to their citi-
zens.60 This behavior is also evident in failed states, where signiªcant beneªts
may accrue to those in power, for the weaker the institutionalization of poli-
tics, the less accountability and the greater the opportunities for predation
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and domination.61 While weak institutionalization is a main characteristic of
African autocracies, state failure can be thought of as an extension or conse-
quence of such regimes. It is not so much an afºiction of the political system as
an acute manifestation of it. Hence, failed states coexist with politics as usual.62

To a large extent, many of the internal conºicts associated with state failure in
places such as the DRC, Ivory Coast, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Sudan are
conºicts about access to the perks of weak statehood.

The absence of checks and balances in failed states provides opportunities
for rulers to appropriate public resources. Using Sierra Leone as a case study,
William Reno has shown how the rulers of collapsed bureaucracies in such
states privatize the means of political control by engaging in shadow parallel
economic activities from which they derive the revenues to perpetuate
patronage-based networks.63 In Chad President Idriss Déby used the chaos
brought about by the Darfur conºict in neighboring Sudan and a related do-
mestic insurrection in 2006 to renege on his earlier commitment to donors to
spend oil royalties on development.64 In Sudan the northern, Arab-based
Bashir government, which depends on the appropriation of oil revenues from
the south, has promoted chaos in that region (and, by the same logic, in
Darfur), thereby undermining the formal authority and functioning of the
state while improving the relative standing of the northern Arabs within its
institutions.65 In the DRC, the Lutundula commission of the transitional
National Assembly, which studied mining and other business contracts that re-
bels and government authorities signed during the wars between 1996 and
2003, identiªed dozens of illegal contracts.66 In Ivory Coast, a report commis-
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sioned by the European Union stated that the president and members of his
clan used the confusion of state failure to extend their informal control over
the cocoa industry and diverted in “complete opacity” about $170 million be-
tween 2002 and 2004 to be used as “the principal source of occult ªnancing of
the regime.”67

We are not suggesting that rulers in collapsing states deliberately dismantle
state institutions. Rather, their strategies for political survival de facto acceler-
ate the destruction of state institutions. This is particularly evident in the secu-
rity sector. In Ivory Coast, Sierra Leone, and Sudan, for example, governments
supported the creation of proxy militias to ªght opponents. In the process,
however, they found it hard to maintain control over these paramilitary forces,
which gained lives of their own, thereby further eroding the state’s control
over the means of coercion and weakening the role of the ofªcial coercive
agencies (i.e., the police and the army).68 Although they may not necessarily
promote such chaos, many African rulers are adept at navigating such
environments.

The same logic applies to reconstruction. Whereas donors tend to see recon-
struction as a new beginning after the crisis of failure, African elites more often
see it as ongoing competition for power and resources, facilitated by power-
sharing agreements, increases in foreign aid, and lax international oversight.
Many of the African transition elites are after all the leaders of armed factions
that have fought each other in bloody civil wars and have become partners by
virtue of power-sharing arrangements brokered by the international commu-
nity for the sake of peace.69 Members of these elites are often fundamentally
problematic partners, however, as nearly all of them bear responsibility for
large-scale atrocities. Yet, there is no obvious solution to this moral conun-
drum, as there can be no peace without involving them. This has been the case
in Burundi, the DRC, Ivory Coast, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Sudan.
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No less signiªcant, many of these leaders are not social outcasts but former
members of the political establishment. They have usually not fought to ad-
dress deep societal grievances but to reintegrate themselves into a system from
which they had been excluded. In the DRC, many of the guerrilla and militia
leaders of the second war (1998–2003) had once held ministerial positions in
the administrations of Presidents Mobutu and Laurent Kabila.70 These leaders
possess the wherewithal to organize violence and force their reinclusion into a
proªtable political system that, as a result, they do not want to change. That
these transition elites have been part of the machinery that has led their states
into failure casts serious doubts on the assumption among aid donors that they
may share the same state-building agenda.

With their use of violence to acquire power and their lack of ideological
commitment, these nonstate actors are often described as warlords. The ease
with which they may move from outsider status to government positions sug-
gests, however, that the term “warlord” should not be reserved for nonstate
actors alone. Many state elites in war-torn countries engage in behavior similar
to that of these nonstate actors, including human rights abuses and economic
exploitation.71 For that reason, rulers of failed African states are no less prob-
lematic interlocutors of the international community than their violent
nonstate challengers.

International state reconstruction projects offer political elites—whether
government ofªcials or insurgents co-opted by power-sharing agreements—
new opportunities for accumulation and advancement. From their point of
view, such projects provide resources for what Jean-François Bayart has char-
acterized as “strategies of extraversion.”72 According to Bayart, African elites
exploit their countries’ dependence on the rest of the world to establish au-
thority and extract resources at home. Bayart’s historical examples of this pro-
cess include slavery, some dimensions of the colonial relationship, the Cold
War, structural adjustment programs, and recent civil conºicts. Strategies of
extraversion have played an important role in Western reconstruction efforts
in failed African states. The massive resumption or increase in foreign aid that
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generally accompanies postconºict transitions represents a rent to holders of
state power, subsidizing governments and state agencies where corruption re-
mains rampant. And because donors are eager for a return to peace and stabil-
ity, they may take a more lenient approach toward corruption in postconºict
states, including putting fewer conditions on new aid inºows than might be
expected. The willingness of the IMF and the World Bank, for example, to
ªnance the DRC’s economic recovery program and forgive large amounts of
its debt in the face of overwhelming corruption and limited macroeconomic
progress was telling in this respect.73 While receiving an estimated $8 billion in
aid between 2001 and 2006,74 Congolese transition elites went on a corruption
binge. In 2005, some $8 million earmarked for military pay reportedly disap-
peared each month before reaching the intended recipients.75 A 2005 audit also
revealed that 41 percent of government spending in 2003, the year the transi-
tion started, had taken place outside proper budgetary processes. In addition,
the presidency had exceeded its budget by 89 percent while one of the vice
presidents had spent seven times his allocation.76 A Congolese NGO termed
$22 million given to the president and the other leaders of transition institu-
tions in the 2005 budget as “obscure allocations” dwarªng the amounts allo-
cated to public health, national education, rural development, and the
independent electoral commission combined.77

African transition elites therefore have incentives to prolong these transi-
tions for as long as possible. In Congo, it took four years for the parties to
agree on a transition platform. Much of the subsequent two-year transition to
elections was then largely wasted on procedural matters, and the elections had
to be postponed by another year. Still, they could not even be held as resched-
uled. In Ivory Coast, elections originally scheduled for October 2005 were
postponed until October 2006, and then further delayed as neither the govern-
ment nor the rebels fulªlled their pledges to disarm while continuing to ham-
per the functioning of the “national reconciliation” government.78 In Sudan,
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too, President Bashir and his National Congress Party have “systematically
undermine[d], delaye[d], or simply ignore[d] the elements called for in the
[Comprehensive Peace Agreement of 2005] that would fundamentally alter
the status quo and [their] grip on power.”79

Finally, a similar logic prevails in the maintenance of conºict in what outsid-
ers euphemistically call “postconºict” societies. In the DRC, transition govern-
ment members continued their war by proxy using militias and guerrilla
groups in the eastern provinces. In the twelve months following the 2003 peace
agreement, for example, ªghting in the DRC displaced a further 662,000 peo-
ple, an increase of 22 percent over the previous year, bringing the total number
of internally displaced persons in the country to 3.4 million by the end of
2003.80 Largely responsible for this violence were members of the transition
government.81

The disjuncture between donors and African elites on the nature of politics
and reconstruction in Africa has had other consequences as well, because al-
though they speak the same language, they often have different agendas. On
the one hand, international actors commit to what is presented as a partner-
ship with transition governments, composed of both former incumbents and
rebels who they believe have made peace and are working toward the demo-
cratic settlement of the dispute. On the other hand, transition governments es-
tablished through power-sharing agreements offer the context for former
incumbents and rebels to engage in a game of their own to acquire power and
resources. This competition stimulates corruption, procrastination, and contin-
ued violence in contradiction to the spirit of reconstruction. Because the prize
of politics remains the failed state itself, now made even more attractive by
the rents from reconstruction, the former incumbents and rebels have no in-
centive to engage in real reconstruction and some incentives to sabotage the
process. This is why Jacques Klein, the UN secretary-general’s special repre-
sentative in Liberia, referred to the Liberian transition government as “a coali-
tion of the unwilling, that is a government that is quite often not interested in
what we are.”82 In the next section, we argue that this disconnect stems in part
from the institutional landscape of failed states. While pre-failure institutions
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endure, new ones are created as part of the reconstruction efforts. The ensuing
institutional overlap provides local elites with signiªcant opportunities to pre-
serve their power.

institutional vacuum versus resilience

A second dimension of the disconnect between African conditions and
Western perceptions regarding state failure arises from the high degree of in-
stitutional resilience found in many failed states. Foreign observers often
equate state failure with the absence of public institutions. Robert Rotberg, for
example, deªnes “state collapse,” an extreme version of failure, as a “vacuum
of authority” where the state is reduced to “a mere geographical expression, a
black hole into which a failed polity has fallen.”83 But even dysfunctional pub-
lic institutions, whether controlled by the government or by rebels, can endure
in times of failure, reºecting their continued utility to these political actors.
Furthermore, in failed states, nonstate institutions may be created or adapted
to provide public goods. State reconstruction efforts may run up against insti-
tutional resilience in two ways. First, foreign actors create transition institu-
tions that may compete with the remnants of public authority and never
achieve legitimacy. Second, the centralizing desire to reconstruct the formal
sovereign state may neglect or even undermine the local institutional initia-
tives that facilitated the survival and organization of social life during the
years of conºict and that could be useful in the future.

Postconºict agreements commonly create new institutions that are expected
to supersede or replace existing ones for the transition period. For example,
during the DRC transition, power was to be shared between the president and
four vice presidents representing the two main rebel groups, the unarmed op-
position, and civil society.84 A transition parliament and several institutions in
charge of monitoring the transition were also established. Sudan’s peace agree-
ment in 2005 established the position of ªrst vice president, which was ªlled
by a member of the former rebel southern Sudanese People’s Liberation
Movement. The agreement also created multiple new state institutions shared
between the government and former rebels, including a National Constitu-
tional Review Commission to write an interim constitution.

Yet, in a number of cases across Africa, public institutions have managed to
survive government collapse. The question then becomes: Who maintains sov-
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ereignty during the transition period? Transition agreements are likely to iden-
tify multiple parties as sharing power in the newly designed institutions.
Incumbents, on the other hand, tend to view sovereignty as residing within the
institutions over which they presided during the conºict. Curtailed as the sov-
ereignty of these incumbents may be by the transition agreements, they do not
see their authority as emanating from these accords. President Kabila, for ex-
ample, maintained and further developed a parallel structure of authority
while formally sharing power in the transition institutions. He retained control
over all of the state’s intelligence services and set up the Special Presidential
Security Group, estimated to contain 15,000 troops that remained separate
from the national army and was answerable only to him. In Ivory Coast, after
the January 2006 decision of an international working group that the mandate
of the pro-president national parliament should end, President Laurent
Gbagbo protested that his country was “not a failed state where institutions
have collapsed. Every institution functions. Unfortunately, the decisions we
take do not manage to reach the entire territory. Hence we have called on [the
West], not in order to replace our institutions, but to disarm the rebels who
prevent my decisions from reaching the whole country.”85 Throughout the
country’s failed transition, Gbagbo systematically promoted ambiguities in the
understanding of his powers as opposed to those of the Reconciliation
Government and did not hesitate to use his Young Patriots militia to under-
mine the actions of UN-sponsored institutions.

There is also widespread evidence that rebel movements embrace pre-
transition state institutions. The rebels of the Congolese Rally for Democracy
(RCD-Goma) in eastern Congo preserved most of the institutions of the
Congolese state from 1998 to 2003. “Far from building an administrative struc-
ture from scratch,” Denis Tull writes, “the RCD simply took charge of the fee-
ble administrative apparatus it found in place.”86 Few rebel groups anywhere
in Africa have developed signiªcant public institutions over the areas they
control. In northern Ivory Coast, the Forces Nouvelles chose to maintain
the state administration, despite the ºeeing of many civil servants to the
government-controlled southern region. In southern Sudan, there was only the
ºimsiest of institution building during the two decades of separatist conºict
(1983–2003).87
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Moreover, nonstate institutions, many informal but more effective than their
state counterparts, have developed or strengthened in the margins of many
failed states over the last couple of decades, as a result of state weakness and
the lack of state services. During the war in eastern Congo between 1998
and 2003, for example, church organizations played an essential role in the
continuation of public services, such as health care and education. This was
particularly true of the Catholic Church. In Somalia, clan elders were largely
responsible for the creation of new institutions in the margins of statehood,
which led to the separation of Somaliland in 1991.88 In general, across Africa,
multiple service-providing associations have developed in the wake of failing
states in a form of “new communal politics.”89

consequences for state reconstruction

The resilience of failed state institutions in Africa and the continued utility of
their nonstate counterparts conºict with the international reconstruction
agenda for at least two reasons. First, new institutions created by transition
agreements may overlap with existing ones, leading to confusion and ques-
tions about the legitimacy of the new system. The conºict between the
Marcoussis-derived reconciliation government of Prime Minister Charles
Konan Banny and the pretransition parliament composed of supporters of
President Gbagbo in Ivory Coast in 2006 illustrates the potential for overlap-
ping institutions to clash, as attempts by the Banny government to dismiss the
parliament resulted in attacks against UN forces and international humanitar-
ian personnel.90

The creation of new integrated national armies can also pose problems. In
the DRC, several army battalions in the east, formerly under the control of the
RCD-Goma, refused to join the new national army and continued to threaten
its effectiveness beyond the transition period, by maintaining their own con-
trol over parts of the territory.91 In addition, the demobilization of large num-
bers of ªghters let loose formerly controlled armed youth. In Sierra Leone, for
example, many such former combatants have joined quasi gangs engaged in
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diamond mining, with the result that “the conditions for ongoing conºict
are still very much present” in a country widely considered a success of
reconstruction.92

Second, the tendency of reconstruction programs to dismiss the contribu-
tions of indigenous institutions—such as self-help associations, churches,
NGOs, and other grassroots organizations—alienates citizens from the re-
building of their states and undermines democratic accountability. In the DRC,
former belligerents and professional politicians took over nearly all the transi-
tion functions, leaving representatives of local institutions sidelined. Human
rights groups and women’s associations, in particular, many of which repre-
sented the only safeguard against predation during the conºict, were poorly
integrated and continued to suffer government repression during and after the
transition.93 Of course, not all indigenous institutions are legitimate, and some
do seek to maximize their interest. Moreover, some of them have historically
been associates of the state and instruments of its domination.94 Yet, bona ªde
popular representation and the foundations of political accountability are
more likely to develop from local initiatives than from political elites at the
center.

Flaw #3: Inconsistencies between Ends and Means

A third ºaw in Western state reconstruction efforts is the inconsistency be-
tween the donors’ lofty goals and the means available to reach them. To begin,
state building demands ªnancial and military resources that donors cannot re-
alistically harness. Moreover, it requires a degree of neutrality and a stock of
moral capital that donors may lack or that may conºict with their other policy
objectives.

ªscal and military credibility

International reconstruction does not come cheap. In the DRC, the MONUC
peacekeeping operation alone cost more than $1 billion a year. In addition, the
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funding of the 2006 elections exceeded $400 million.95 These amounts do not
include overall ofªcial development assistance (including reconstruction aid),
which totaled $8 billion between 2001 and 2006.

In 2007, the UN oversaw ªve reconstruction operations in Africa, represent-
ing a considerable ªnancial toll on the organization and its main contributors.
As UN operations end in countries such as Sierra Leone, other failing states
such as the Central African Republic, Chad, Guinea, or Zimbabwe move up
the list as candidates for the next UN reconstruction efforts. The ªnancial de-
mands of African state reconstruction are thus likely to continue. Moreover,
some scholars have increasingly called for broader, deeper, and longer-lasting
types of state reconstruction efforts. This “neotrusteeship” agenda involves an
international presence over periods of up to several decades, including the cre-
ation of international civilian administrations.96

Although there are merits to the neotrusteeship approach, the evidence
suggests that international actors lack the capacity and will to maintain the
necessary commitment to rebuilding African states, highlighting two trends.
First, reconstruction aid to Africa is typically short lived. Pledges tend to peak
in the year of, or the year following, the formal transition or cease-ªre agree-
ment between belligerents, and then rapidly decline. Second, with the excep-
tion of the smallest states, such as Liberia and Sierra Leone, international
reconstruction efforts are often superªcial and limited in their capacity to con-
tribute to the restoration of lasting peace and security.

Figure 1 illustrates the ªrst trend. Aid pledges to the DRC and Sierra Leone
showed rapid rises with the beginning of their formal transition away from
state failure, only to collapse as rapidly the following year. In Ivory Coast,
where the conºict began in 2002, aid pledges that year represent European
Union, French, IMF, and World Bank commitments. These followed an appar-
ently successful reconciliation forum between the country’s main politicians,
and the organization of pluralistic local elections, which were deemed a
signiªcant achievement over the ºawed presidential election of Gbagbo in
2000. Aid to Burundi, which peaked with the presidential elections in 2005, fell
in 2006 after a February donor conference raised only $85 million of an ex-
pected $168 million.97
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Foreign aid commitments to African state reconstruction also appear
signiªcantly less substantial than in other regions. According to DRC govern-
ment data, at $39 per year, the per capita cost of reconstruction in Congo com-
pares unfavorably with non-African cases such as Afghanistan ($129), Bosnia
and Herzegovina ($211), El Salvador ($79), Iraq ($508), Kosovo ($240), and East
Timor ($278).98 Although greater spending does not necessarily lead to greater
success, this comparison illustrates the gap between actual reconstruction
funding in Africa and the donors’ self-appointed task. The ºeeting nature of
these commitments also casts doubt that they will be ªnancially sustained
over several years, let alone decades.

Table 1 illustrates the second trend. By and large, geographically small coun-
tries with small populations have relatively dense operations with more than
100 peacekeepers per 100,000 people.99 In contrast, larger countries have too
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Figure 1. Reconstruction Aid Pledges in Four African Countries ($ millions)

SOURCE: Compiled from Africa Research Bulletin: Economic, Financial, and Technical Series,
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few peacekeeping forces. While MONUC personnel numbered close to 20,000,
their size was dwarfed by the combined number of former government and re-
bel troops (about 200,000), and by the size of the many militias they were
called to engage in eastern Congo. To reach the same density per population as
Liberia, thus far considered a relative success story, the DRC would need
301,198 UN peacekeepers, representing a ªfteenfold increase of its current
number. This would require an annual increase in peacekeeping operations
spending in excess of $14 billion, more than half the average annual ºow of aid
to all of sub-Saharan Africa. Similar increases would also be needed for Ivory
Coast and for Sudan. The situation in Sudan is similar with a peacekeeping
density for the country as a whole of 39 per 100,000 people and 0.64 per 100
square kilometers. We cannot conceive of this scattered presence as more than
symbolic.

In addition, multilateral troops depart soon after the formal end of transi-
tions. Figure 2 shows this trend for Burundi and Sierra Leone. In August 2007,
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon called for a drawdown of UN troops in
Liberia to 9,750 by 2010. In the DRC, MONUC is expected to pull out after the
local elections scheduled for 2008. To some extent, this is logical. If the country
is deemed rebuilt, there should be no further reason to provide troops. Yet, the
frequent continuation of low-intensity conºict or the resilience of many of
the factors originally associated with the conºict challenges the consistency
of these withdrawals with the reconstruction objectives. In Burundi, the rebels
of the Party for the Liberation of the Hutu People–National Liberation Forces
were still engaged in signiªcant acts of warfare as the UN withdrew in 2005
and 2006, including regular bombings of the capital, Bujumbura. In Liberia the
UN noted “slow progress in strengthening the security sector” at the same

Postconºict Reconstruction in Africa 131

Table 1. UN Peacekeeping Operations in Five African Failed States

Country

Highest
Number of
Peacekeepers Date

Peacekeepers
per 100,000
Persons

Peacekeepers
per 100 Square
Kilometers

Burundi 7,145 May 2004 112 28
Democratic Republic

of Congo
19,566 January 2006 33 1

Ivory Coast 9,098 June 2004 53 3
Liberia 17,700 January 2006 508 18
Sierra Leone 18,339 March 2001 304 25

SOURCE: http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/.



time as it called for troop withdrawal.100 As for Sierra Leone, Bruce Baker and
Roy May noted that the “aid programme currently being implemented is not
effectively addressing the underlying factors predisposing Sierra Leone to in-
ternal conºict.” They concluded that it is a “mistake to assume that Sierra
Leone is a post-conºict society.”101 In the DRC, violence actually increased af-
ter the 2006 elections in North Kivu Province where 4,500 UN troops were sta-
tioned. As Figure 2 indicates, however, elections are usually equated with
successful reconstruction and the end of the international mandate. That such
an equation is erroneously and dangerously narrow has been well docu-
mented elsewhere.102 In the next section, we show that the leverage of external
actors can be further undermined by their lack of political credibility.

donor legitimacy

International sponsors of transitions present themselves as homogeneous be-
nevolent actors, intent on maximizing the welfare and security of African
societies at large and presumably welcomed by the latter. Such a view calls for
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Figure 2. Trends in Number of UN Peacekeepers in Five African Countries

SOURCE: http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/.
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a reality check, as these societies are inevitably divided on the reconstruction
agenda and in their support for local political forces. Although backing one
faction is not necessarily a bad thing, it can threaten the legitimacy of the re-
construction exercise among other factions. Moreover, it may not always be
in every Western power’s interest to promote the construction of stronger
states in Africa. Africans are not oblivious to these mixed motives and the le-
gitimacy of several foreign interventions has suffered as a consequence of their
ambiguity.

In the DRC, the International Committee for the Accompaniment of the
Transition (known by its French acronym CIAT) included the main foreign
supporters of the transition, and regularly proclaimed its neutrality and its at-
tachment to the democratization process. Yet, several important Congolese so-
cial constituencies, such as students and residents of the opposition-friendly
Kasai Provinces and the capital, Kinshasa, believed not without cause that
CIAT’s main power-brokers—Angola, the EU, France, and the United States—
were actually intent on promoting a Kabila victory. As a result, there was
much skepticism about the actions of CIAT, and acts of hostility against for-
eigners and MONUC were common. Before the landmark elections of July 30,
2006, the head of the EU observation mission to Congo felt obliged to note
publicly that the elections were “not a masquerade preordained to legitimate
one of the candidates’ rights.”103 In Ivory Coast, the main divide among the
foreign actors was between France and South Africa, with the latter perceived
as on the side of President Gbagbo and inimical to what it saw as France’s
neocolonial presence. While President Gbagbo beneªted from South Africa’s
mediation, he and his supporters in the south were deeply suspicious of the
French and the UN, which they deemed partial to the rebels. In January 2006,
after the International Working Group called for an end to the mandate of the
pro-Gbagbo parliament, pro-government youth militias destroyed UN ofªces
and vehicles and forced some peacekeepers to withdraw under army escort.104

Gbagbo then called the French and UN troops an “occupation force.”105 Simi-
larly, the ruling National Islamic Front in Sudan angrily resisted the deploy-
ment of UN forces in the Darfur region until 2007 and threatened jihad if
Western peacekeepers were deployed.106
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There are, of course, instances where local African populations perceive for-
eign actors as legitimate promoters of reconstruction, the case of the United
Kingdom in Sierra Leone being one example. The United States also beneªted
from a stock of goodwill in Liberia in 2003. Yet, ambiguous relations between
certain groups in society and peacekeepers are more common in African states
and can prevent mission effectiveness. Such legitimacy deªcits also hint at the
difªculties that longer-lasting neotrusteeships are likely to encounter.

Conclusions and Policy Recommendations

Three ºawed assumptions underpin international efforts to rebuild failed
states in Africa. The ªrst is that Western state institutions can be successfully
transferred to the continent. The second is that the diagnosis of failure is
shared among donors and Africans. And the third is that international actors
have the capacity to rebuild African states. These ºaws point to the limits of
what donors can realistically achieve in the failed states of Africa.

State building generally suffers from an outsider bias. The very nature of in-
ternational reconstruction efforts suggests that the knowledge, capacity, strate-
gies, and resources of external actors are crucial ingredients for success.
Donors presume that local institutions have been wiped out by conºict and
disorder and that war-torn societies are unable to rebuild these institutions on
their own. The World Bank states that “fragile states lack the capacity for au-
tonomous recovery.”107 As a result, externally led reconstruction efforts, which
tend to follow the “best practices” that have been successful elsewhere, are
“not necessarily perceived by local actors as the answers to their problems.”108

Best practices as panacea include the early introduction of democratic
elements, notably elections. In the absence of functioning state institutions or
foreign-sponsored security safeguards, early elections have sometimes
spurred even more violence or have at best ratiªed wartime institutions and
leaders (e.g., Angola in 1992, Rwanda in 1994, and Liberia in 1997).109
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Yet, postconºict countries such as Uganda and Somaliland have demon-
strated the possibility of successful resurgence of relatively strong indigenous
state institutions by African standards. Although they are by no means unmiti-
gated successes, they have fared better than their externally sponsored coun-
terparts. At the very least, they have involved elements of social contracting
that are absent in the latter and that provide their public institutions with more
substantive—albeit not necessarily more democratic—foundations. These
countries rarely ªgure in current state-building debates, however, probably be-
cause they were not subject to the extensive international peacekeeping and
state-building efforts seen today.110 But this is precisely the point. The state re-
construction outsider bias tends to neglect local agency and indigenous capaci-
ties for institution building. In contrast, we call for recognizing the potential
for indigenous recovery in Africa (and elsewhere) and question whether exten-
sive and intrusive external approaches might be as much part of the problem
as of the solution.

Western policymakers assume that the chances of successful state building
increase with the intensity of outsiders’ inputs such as per capita assistance or
the strength and mandate of UN peacekeeping missions.111 Taking the point to
its logical conclusion, the most intrusive forms of intervention, such as transi-
tional administrations and neotrusteeships, would offer the best approach to
resurrect state institutions in the wake of war.112 Our analysis suggests other-
wise. Similarly, in a comparative survey of the effects of external intrusiveness
on state building that does not include cases of indigenous state building,
Christoph Zuercher notes only slightly better but nonrobust results for intru-
sive missions. He argues that both intrusive and nonintrusive missions are
“not very successful at facilitating absolute progress in aspects of state-hood
other than security.”113

The case for intrusive intervention is further thrown in doubt when consid-
ering instances of indigenous state reconstruction in Africa. Uganda, for ex-
ample, experienced a devastating conºict in the 1980s. The international
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community, however, was not the driving force behind its postconºict recon-
struction efforts.114 Instead, the government of President Yoweri Museveni was
ªrmly in charge. The government bitterly and successfully opposed outside
calls for the introduction of multiparty politics and installed instead its
own peculiar brand of one-party system.115 Yet, the government’s seeming
adoption of market economics earned it funds from donors. Although provid-
ing substantial support, outsiders refrained, and indeed were restrained by
Uganda’s postconºict government, from taking the lead in the establishment
of political order—a marked contrast with current state-building efforts.116

Outsiders were relegated to donor roles under terms formulated by the na-
tional government or else the government has pretended to carry out reforms
that it only partially implemented, instead building fairly effective patronage
networks that have enhanced state power.117

Jeremy Weinstein argues that effective national leadership and outsiders’
subsidiarity tend to emerge in situations where well-organized insurgencies
claim victory in wars whose outcomes are not negotiated by outsiders.118 If
one subscribes, as we do, to Weinstein’s view, the role of the international com-
munity in postconºict reconstruction might be seen as fundamentally prob-
lematic. The prevailing high level of outsiders’ intrusiveness may produce a
crowding-out effect, stiºing the rise of indigenous state builders rather than
ªlling a hypothetical institutional vacuum.

The case of Somaliland, where the international community was not in-
volved at all in rebuilding the state, is even more revealing, for it suggests that
outside support may not even be necessary for successful state building. The
dynamics in Somaliland differ signiªcantly from those in Uganda because
the Ugandan postconºict government emerged from a successful insurgency.
In Somaliland, political and business leaders effectively seceded from Somalia
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after central authority had collapsed in 1991 and quickly developed public
structures of basic stability and order, enabling the resumption of commercial
activities. They have also organized a constitutional succession and several
credible local and national elections.119 Perhaps the most successful recent in-
stance of state building in Africa, Somaliland has beneªted from next to no ex-
ternal support and remains diplomatically unrecognized.120 In contrast, the
state has bargained with powerful local interests such as businesspeople and
clan elders. As William Reno explains, local authorities, relying on businesses
for revenue, “are forced to take into account business interests in promoting
economically efªcient policies and in limiting commercial risk within Somali-
land. Thus unlike southern political actors, Somaliland’s authorities have an
immediate interest in imposing uniform order and controlling coercion.”121

Externally led state-building efforts are not always doomed to failure. As the
Sierra Leone and Liberia examples indicate, outside reconstruction efforts can
achieve some success, although the mid- and long-term trajectories of these
two countries remain in question. Both countries are also fairly small, a fact
that has no doubt allowed donors to engage in reconstruction with more im-
mediate results than in a place such as the DRC.

The international community is not well equipped for creating effective state
institutions, regardless of the scale and intensity of its involvement. Expansive
and highly intrusive state-building operations are not necessarily more suc-
cessful than less intrusive ones. In both Uganda and Somaliland, relatively
strong state institutions emerged despite—or because of—the absence of state-
building operations of the kind currently deployed to the DRC and Ivory
Coast. The hard truth is that outsiders are not necessarily more proªcient than
locals at building political institutions, no matter how many experts and re-
sources they may send into a failed state. External reconstruction assistance,
including development aid, is not always ill spent, but there are limits to what
it can achieve. In the short term, it can ªnance steps that are necessary for sta-
bilization such as humanitarian and development projects and disarmament
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processes. Financial support is also instrumental for buy-off tactics, that is,
economic incentives for elites to join peace and reconstruction processes.
Due in part to the disbursement of such peace dividends, countries such as
the DRC, Liberia, and Sierra Leone have come a long way ever since they suc-
cumbed to conºict and failure. Short-term stabilization through peacekeeping
and aid is insufªcient, however, for the long-term construction of self-
sustaining state institutions. In the mid-term, development assistance can be
effective only if it serves as an instrument that supports priority measures de-
termined by African actors. Too often, reconstruction programs reºect the pref-
erences of donors. Moreover, as we have shown, high levels of development
aid are not sustained in Africa’s failed states. And as the past record suggests,
nor is development aid particularly effective in building or reshaping institu-
tions, even in countries at peace.

Thus, the success and failure of state resurgence depends ultimately on local
actors. The experiences of Uganda and Somaliland show that some measure of
institution building can occur if local interest groups are leading the process. It
may take time, and outcomes may fall short of liberal democracy. Yet, interna-
tional actors should resist the temptation always to step in and offer compre-
hensive ªxes in failed states, for they may instead stiºe promising local
initiatives. The top-down approaches embraced by donors do not work. In
failed states, local institutions emerge as responses to crises. In their efforts to
build state institutions, donors too often neglect these institutions or regard
them as obstacles, especially nonstate ones. For example, local nonstate mech-
anisms in the realm of justice or conºict resolution are often neglected or
marginalized by donors who want to build state-led justice systems. Such a
state-centric approach is short-sighted for two reasons. First, even in ideal con-
ditions, constructing an effective state judiciary will take many years or de-
cades. Second, state-centric approaches marginalize local institutions and
alienate local citizens from the state-building process.

At once more modest and more important are the tasks of identifying
and supporting domestic efforts of reconstruction, whether or not these efforts
come from political elites. The essence of state building in Africa is thus not to
construct state structures per se, but to foster state formation, that is, interac-
tion and bargaining processes between government and society. Doing so
would be a key element in the promotion of local ownership and the construc-
tion of a viable political order in postconºict countries. Particularly important
among these domestic processes is the mobilization of resources, especially
taxes. This is not just a ªnancial issue, but a political one. The state needs re-
sources to provide public services, which are a prerequisite for its domestic le-
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gitimacy. Especially in the early stages of state building, local businesses can
play a key role in fostering the link between taxation and the provision of pub-
lic goods. Because they have a vested interest in the restoration of political or-
der, and because the state depends on their tax payments, the government
may be responsive to business demands. What donors should do is support lo-
cal businesses and their associations in order to strengthen their leverage vis-à-
vis the government. Donor assistance should also target speciªc groups such
as local media, conºict resolution bodies, and human rights watchdogs that
can contribute to promoting state accountability. This involves a balancing act
of at once supporting local actors and leaving them enough political space to
develop their own institutional solutions for constraining state rulers.

The emergence of such productive bargaining processes is unlikely if gov-
ernment revenues come overwhelmingly from external donors.122 Massive do-
nor interventions, whether political or ªnancial, promote external rather than
internal state accountability. More often, yet, they create incentives for the gov-
ernments of failed states to implement superªcial policies according to exter-
nal preferences in return for more assistance, resulting in partial reforms that
are in the interests neither of local society nor the international community.
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122. Numerous studies have shown the close link between high aid ºows and poor levels of gov-
ernance and accountability. See Todd Moss, Gunilla Pettersson, and Nicolas van de Walle, “An
Aid-Institutions Paradox? A Review Essay on Aid Dependency and State Building in Sub-Saharan
Africa,” Working Paper, No. 74 (Washington, D.C.: Center for Global Development, January 2006),
pp. 14–18, and the references therein.


