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The Drama of Development: The
Skirmishes Behind High Modernist
Schemes in Africa

Erik Bähre and Baz Lecocq

University of Amsterdam and the Center for Modern Oriental
Studies, Berlin

Freedom versus oppression1

This special issue of African Studies arises out of a strong interest in, and

fascination with, the nexus of development, power, and the state in Africa. At

the core of this volume is a debate around Scott’s seminal Seeing Like a State.

His description of failed development projects, in Africa as well as elsewhere in

the world, provides a fascinating political and historical analysis of projects

carried out by authoritarian regimes. The contributors to this volume engage

with his analyses by examining the intricacies of the state in a cross-regional com-

parison of African development projects, past and present. These contributions

range from an analysis of ujamaa in Tanzania after independence (Leander Schnei-

der), relocation and land in colonial Rhodesia (Guy Thompson), the development

of a township settlement in post-apartheid South Africa (Erik Bähre), and develop-

ment and live stock policy in twentieth century Namibia (Steven van Wolputte).

Never outside of the gaze of anthropology and history, the dominant neo-liberal

discourse makes detailed historical and anthropological case studies of the

dynamics of the state, power, and development ever more urgent. Not in the

least because the neo-liberal amalgamation of development and freedom is funda-

mental to World Bank policy since the end of the Cold War. In its attempt to

promote civil rights and liberties, the World Bank emphasises the crucial role

of good governance, which should ensure that civil society is actively engaged

in state initiated development.2

Is this view on the intricacies of development, the state, and authority justified

particularly for Africa? Manzo (2003) argues that World Bank policy with regards

to Africa is inherently paradoxical. Economic policies among others inspired by

the Chicago School of Economics marginalise the state, yet at the same time

the state should guarantee greater accountability towards non-governmental

organisations (NGOs), citizens, and other stakeholders in the development

process. Brett (2003) reveals a similar problem when he analyses development

policy and participatory development. Participatory development often fails to
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guarantee freedoms and instead is in danger of becoming a welcome excuse for the

failure of development projects, manipulated to legitimise the ambitions of the

development organisations (Brett 2003).

Thus there are good reasons to be critical of the amalgamation of development, the

state, and freedom as envisioned by the theorists and advocates of capitalist democ-

racy. After all, from about the mid-1980s anthropological and historical studies of

development have pointed towards the more oppressive aspects of development,

particularly those initiated by the state. These studies of colonial and postcolonial

development projects remain crucial for understanding the dynamics of the state,

power, and development, also under a neo-liberal free market agenda. Instead of

freedom, they argue in favour of development as a process of domination.

Central to the analysis is the perpetuation of inequality through development.

Several notable studies are influenced by Foucault’s decentred conceptualisation

of power, particularly ‘governmentality’ and discursive power (Abrahamsen

2004; Escobar 1991, 1995; Ferguson 1990; Robertson 1984; Kapoor 2005).

These studies point out that state driven development, inspired by the theories of

Milton Friedman, or otherwise, do not lead to freedom but actually contribute to

inequality and oppression.

‘Seeing Like a State’ in Africa

Scott’s (1998) Seeing Like a State provides a comparative and historical analysis

of large-scale state initiated social engineering projects. These ‘dramas of

development’ range from forced villagisation in Tanzania to Soviet collectivisa-

tion. His analysis of development departs from a discursive view on power. At

the same time, however, Scott reveals the inability of the state to control the

outcome of development and, unlike Ferguson (1990), he does not point

towards a concealed programme of increased state control through failure.

Scott argues that for a state initiated development scheme to become a ‘drama’,

four elements are needed. The first is an ordering of society by the state in simpli-

fied schemes and structures, subordinate to more complicated local realities. In

describing this process, Scott uses the term ‘legibility’: a coercive practice of

abstraction rendering the state’s subjects and domains more visible, and organised

according to an administrative orderly aesthetics. The second element is what he

calls ‘high modern’ ideology, which he described as ‘a muscle bound version of

the self-confidence about scientific and technical progress . . . and, above all, the

rational design of social order commensurate with the scientific understanding

of natural laws’ (Scott 1998:4). Scott strongly stresses that high modernism is

first and foremost an ideology, one that borrowed only the legitimacy of science

and technology, without actually basing its practical implementation on scientific

practice. Here again legibility plays an important role. Projects did not so much

need to be efficient or modern, they had to look efficient and modern according

to a legible structure (Scott 1998:4). ‘The third element needed for total disaster
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caused by development schemes is an authoritarian state that is willing and able to

use the full weight of its coercive power to bring high modernist schemes to prac-

tice’ (Scott 1998:5, our emphasis). A last and, it seems to Scott, subordinate con-

dition is a civil society incapable of resisting these plans.

In sum, the legibility of a society provides the capacity for large-scale social engineer-

ing, high modernist ideology provides the desire, the authoritarian state provides the

determination to act on that desire, and an incapacitated civil society provides the

levelled social terrain on which to build. (Scott 1998:5)

The key terms are, in our view, ideology and legibility. Legibility is especially

important for the administration, which, it could be argued, is the ‘true’ goal of

many a high modern project. Thompson’s contribution shows the obsession the

agricultural officers implementing the Native Land Husbandry Act had with the

digging of field contours, leading the involved farmers to comment that they

had good harvests without field contours in the past (Thompson, this issue).

With respect to the all-important notion of legibility, we contend that this is in fact

the most severely lacking factor in colonial and postcolonial Africa. When it

comes to its populations, but also quite often to its territory, most African states

are particularly blind. The examples, historical and contemporary, of incomplete

censuses, the lack of basic infrastructure, dysfunctional tax systems, postal ser-

vices, cadastral services and the absence of coherent land tenure legislation

abound. In all cases described here it could be argued that the state attempted to

create legibility and make use of it at the same time, an observation that might

hold true for more high development schemes in Africa. Although three of the pro-

jects described here were initiated and carried out by what are generally seen as the

strongest states on the continent – South Africa and Southern Rhodesia – their

ability to read their populations was still limited, mostly by a short sightedness

in effectively predicting possible reactions.

One could argue that there is a ‘Catch 22’ inherent in Scott’s definition of the

failure of high modern development: the nature of most high modern projects is

such that they cannot be successfully implemented without making victims,

either by crushing resistance from an active civil society, or through the destruc-

tion of local means of existence in the creation of an aesthetic, ‘modern’ and

legible structure. The latter is especially important in high modern projects

carried out in ecologically and economically fragile areas where all local resources

are used in risk balancing coping strategies (De Bruijn and Van Dijk 1995). One

only needs to think of the many barrages built to improve agricultural production

through controlled irrigation and provide hydro electricity (which led to forced

migration); loss of arable land in the created lake and further upstream; destabili-

sation of existing irrigation systems; loss of fishing grounds and so on. The suc-

cessful implementation of the intended project does not, therefore, improve the

lives of its subjects. On the other hand, as far as high modern structures can be

superimposed upon a society by the state, they can only be maintained and can
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only uphold a masquerade of success by internal adaptation and a kind of informal

‘improvement’ by those for whom it is designed, thus corroding its originally

intended structure and working. Scott recognises this inherent paradox, giving

the example of work-to-rule strikes upsetting the system (Scott 1998:256). The

success of the project, therefore, can only result from the deviation of the ways

it was intended to improve the quality of life. In this way, Scott manages to

portray high modern development as a lose-lose situation.

Locating power and conflict

To some, development brings about freedom, to others it brings about oppression, but

both views argue that freedom and oppression take place without major contestations

and conflicts, without bloodshed, or brutality. This makes Scott’s Seeing Like a State

(1998) complementary to his Weapons of the Weak (1985). The message that is

conveyed is that the dominated might protest, but these protests remain marginal

and without significant effects. The dynamics of the local implementation of devel-

opment, therefore, do not feature prominently in Scott’s analysis of development:

Apparently, for the failure or success of the project, these do not matter.

A discursive approach to power makes power, by definition, difficult to locate and

this might be one of the reasons why conflict, severe social tensions, and the

manipulation of diverging political and economic interests appear to dissolve.

The danger of a discursive approach to power is that resistance becomes over

generalised and that manipulations and complicity within bureaucracy are under-

estimated (Herzfield 2005). Kapferer warns against an analysis of politics and the

state that has its intellectual roots in Hobbes and his warning is relevant here as

well: ‘For Hobbes the state is an extension of fundamental human nature. The

state is peace-making by virtue of its appropriation and monopolization of the

wherewithal of violence’ (Kapferer 2004:65). For Africa in particular, with its

ongoing humanitarian crises, it is crucial to examine struggles over belonging,

authority, legitimacy, and control of the state (see Reno 1995; Hutchinson

1996; Bayart, Ellis, and Hibou 1999; Agier 2002; Geschiere 1997, 2004;

Lecocq 2004; Bähre 2005). The dynamics of power cannot be framed within

the binary of resistance versus compliance to which anthropology too often

resorts. They require intensified examination (see Ortner 1995; Yang 2005).

The contributions in this issue show how crucial it is to question the power of

policy papers, state bureaucracies, or ‘governmentality’ in general. They urge

us to analyse divisions within the state as well as within communities. They

reveal how crucial it is to acknowledge the fragmented, the ambiguous and

ambivalent in the nexus of development, community and the state. When Li

(2005) argued along similar lines, Scott (2005:400–401) responded that although

local varieties and disorders do exist, these should not obscure the uniformity of

change brought about by colonial, as well as neo-liberal, development: ‘It may

be that in observing any particular skirmish, the battlefield seems all confusing
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and disorder. From a greater distance and with some hindsight, however, large

patterns of change can be discerned’ (Scott 2005:400).

But what if the observed ‘particular’ skirmish is in fact the large pattern, as the

contributions to this issue suggest? What if these skirmishes are commonplace

and at the core of development? The contributions reveal how central confusion,

chaos, and ambiguity are to development. The challenge is to analyse these

skirmishes as part of the large pattern of development. Only by acknowledging

these will we be able to understand why development is liberating to some,

oppressive to others, and many other things that do not fit in the duality

oppression-resistance (contingent, confusing, chaotic, ambiguous) to a lot of

other people.3 Particularly in dealing with the current democratic capitalist free

trade approach to development that tries to side track the state, it is crucial to

cast our analysis beyond the state and its policies.

This special issue of African Studies highlights how important it is to examine the

ways in which state driven development projects bring about violence, are prone to

ambiguities and ambivalences, lead to complicity by particular local leaders or by

bureaucracies with local populations, or are simply experienced as chaotic and

confusing. The contributions are all inspired by Scott’s analysis on the state and

development and all point towards ways of understanding development that

take us out of the dilemma of resistance versus compliance.

The first contribution by Leander Schneider explicitly re-examines a case featured

in Seeing Like a State. Schneider analyses the failed villagisation that was so

central to the Tanzanian post-independence project of ujamaa. The case reveals

the power dynamics within the relatively strong socialist state of Tanzania, and

that planning represented a symbolic celebration of the state’s modernity. Using

new materials from Tanzanian archives and policy-making institutions, Schneider

urges us to move away from the view that the project failed as a result of a planned,

aesthetic, Cartesian order that, in Scott’s view, is central to high modernism.

Moreover, the authoritarian manner in which the project was carried out caused

considerable resentment among the intended benefactors. The substantial defec-

tion of villagers undermined the project, but it also undermined the effectiveness

of the occasional political protest. Schneider argues that authoritarianism should

not be read as a precondition to failed development, as Scott suggests. Rather,

authoritarianism and its ensuing power struggles need to be at the core of analysis.

Guy Thompson’s case concerns 1950s’ Southern Rhodesia, a colonial state that

tried to discipline people for the market by increasing their consumption as well

as their productivity. Drawing on archival records, press reports, and interviews,

the implementation of the ambitious Native Land Husbandry Act (NLHA) in

Southern Rhodesia in the 1950s is examined in depth. The NLHA was indeed

exemplary of high modernist planning in so far as it attempted to create

modern, self-disciplining subjects. But this only partly explains the failure of

the NLHA. Thompson reveals that at a local level the complex and conflicting
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interests between urban nationalism and rural resistance were crucial to the failure

of NLHA. The conflicts that emerged undermined the NLHA to the extent that the

Rhodesian administration finally had to abandon it.

Based on ethnographic research in post-apartheid South Africa, Erik Bähre exam-

ines a National Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) housing

project in Cape Town. The RDP was a state initiated development programme

aimed at overcoming the inequalities of the past, empowering previously disad-

vantaged communities, and creating an active citizenry. Legibility was crucial

to the project and contributed to its success (houses were built), as well as its

failure (the violence ensuing over entitlement). Bähre reveals how a local mafia

style leadership controls development by continuously exploiting the divisions

within the post-apartheid state through the manipulation of insecurities brought

about by elections and the emergence of new political parties. In order to compre-

hend the violence that development encourages, one needs to step away from a

discursive view of power and instead explore the divisions within communities,

and the state, both at provincial and national level.

Steven van Wolputte’s contribution concerns livestock in the political economy

and ecology of Namibia’s northern Kunene region through most of the twentieth

century. Combining colonial archive material with fieldwork, he reveals how

‘natives’ challenged colonial discourse and resisted colonial rule. He reveals

how memories of the past influence contemporary views on development and

the state. The case examines how, to the inhabitants of Kunene, cattle was

crucial in their attempts at exploiting the ambiguities of apartheid, indirect rule,

and modernity. ‘Cracks in the colonial façade’ (Van Wolputte, this issue), such

as the manipulation of the rigid use of ethnic boundaries by colonial officials,

opened up spaces for negotiations between colonisers and colonised. Van Wol-

putte criticises overarching notions of the power of the colonial state and develop-

ment. He argues that modernist ‘governmentality’ fails to take note of the crucial

role of ambiguities of the colonial encounter.

The challenge, in our view, to which these contributions point, is to incorporate

conflict, ambiguity, and disorder in outwardly ordered yet dramatic development.

Scott’s four criteria for the failure of grand development design – the attempt to

create legibility, high modern ideology, the authoritarian ruthless state, and a weak

civil society – give guidance in furthering the analysis such that conflict, disorder

and ambiguity are at its core. First, concerning legibility, the question that needs to

be raised is: to what extend are legibility and abstraction contradictory to other

policy procedures? With which forms of power and legitimacy do people and insti-

tutions manoeuvre within the contradictions that are inherent in policy? Second,

how overarching is high modern ideology and what are its dynamics with other

ideologies and interpretations that impede on development? Third, the coherence

and inherent coercive power of an authoritarian state needs to be questioned. The

state is often divided and ridden with internal power struggles that have a profound
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effect on development. The state changes over time, providing new threats and

opportunities with regards to wealth and power. What is the impact of such

power insecurities on development, or the attempt at control by particular social

groups? Finally, even if civil society is incapable of resisting development,

what other responses translate grand development schemes into a local reality?

The fascinating contributions from Tanzania, Zimbabwe, South Africa, and

Namibia reveal the numerous other reactions that, although they do not fall in

the dichotomy resistance versus compliance, have a profound impact on the

outcome of development that indeed is quite often dramatic.

Notes

1. We wish to thank Peter Geschiere for his helpful comments on a previous version of this

introduction.

2. Sen’s Development as Freedom (1999) argues along similar lines. For a critical review of World

Bank policy, see Bello and Gutal (2006).

3. Hannerz’s (1987) concept of ‘creolisation’, for example, enables one to focus on the ways in

which development takes shape locally and look beyond state policies and the rhetoric on

development.
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