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FOREWORD 

This paper by the late Professor Claude Ake is part of an effort he began to explain why 
complex humanitarian emergencies have been so substantial in the 1990s. The analysis 
is multi-disciplinary, drawing on insights from history, politics, and economics. Ake 
concludes that humanitarian emergencies are less likely to occur in a truly democratic 
society where there is the rule of law, equal opportunity, accountability of power, and a 
leadership sensitive to social needs. 

The study is a part of UNU/WIDER's research project on the political economy of 
complex humanitarian emergencies, co-directed by E. Wayne Nafziger, Senior Research 
Fellow at UNU/WIDER, and Raimo Vayrynen, Professor at the University of Notre 
Dame. The research project seeks to use economic analysis, as well as political analysis, 
to explain the causes of humanitarian emergencies. Ake's thoughtful analysis of how 
failures of democratization and the lack of development of a civil society contribute to 
an increased incidence of humanitarian emergencies is one of the initial efforts by 
researchers associated with the project to analyse humanitarian disasters. The paper will 
also serve as a part of Professor Ake's legacy on the subject of democratization and the 
prevention of humanitarian disasters. I strongly recommend this paper, one of the final 
contributions of Professor Ake to his many colleagues, students, and friends. 

Giovanni Andrea Cornia 
Director, UNU/WIDER 

January 1997 
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IN MEMORIAM 
PROFESSOR CLAUDE AKE 

The death of Professor Claude Ake in an airplane crash near Lagos, Nigeria on 
7 November 1996 was a profound shock to Africanists, social scientists, and his friends 
world wide. His death is a great loss to the 40 colleagues he met with at the 6-8 October 
1996 United Nations University/World Institute for Development Economics Research 
(UNU/WIDER) conference on 'The Political Economy of Humanitarian Emergencies' 
held in Helsinki, Finland. Professor Ake's essay, reprinted here, was the initial draft of a 
contribution to UNU/WIDER's research project on the political economy of complex 
humanitarian emergencies. The research project seeks to use economic and political 
analysis to explain the causes of humanitarian emergencies. 

All of us at the Helsinki conference will remember Professor Ake's passion, clarity, and 
skill in examining the origins of complex humanitarian emergencies and their 
relationship to authoritarianism, ethnicity, and the state. Professor Ake's investigation of 
the political economy of emergencies at the Helsinki conference, like his other speeches 
and writings, had a moral dimension. His analysis of colonialism, multinational capital, 
dependent capitalism, the centralization of power, and corrupt and authoritarian Third 
World elites combined careful scholarship with prophetic insight. At the same time, 
Professor Ake was known for his political activism and courage in defending democracy 
and human rights in Nigeria and Africa generally. In 1995, he resigned from a 
commission appointed by Shell Oil Company to study the ecology of the oil-producing 
Niger Delta in coastal Nigeria. Professor Ake resigned to protest the execution of Ken 
Saro-Wiwa, novelist and political activist who had led opposition to the environmental 
degradation of the Niger Delta region and the exploitation of the Ogoni people. 
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Africa has lost a most insightful political economist, a scholar who spoke critically to 
those elites who used power capriciously and repressively. The New York Times, in its 
obituary, quotes George Bond, Director of the Institute of African Studies at Columbia 
University's School of International and Public Affairs about Professor Ake: 'He was 
one of the pre-eminent scholars on African politics and a scholar-activist concerned with 
the development of Africa. His concern was primarily with the average African and how 
to improve the nature of his conditions.' This concern is exemplified in the essay of 
Professor Ake here. In this essay, he argues that democratization is the most salient 
factor in addressing ethnic conflict and humanitarian emergencies. Indeed, 'it is only 
democratic politics and participatory development which can reverse the degeneration of 
development as an exercise in self-alienation.' 

One of Ake's major legacies, an important contribution to our understanding of Africa's 
political economy, is the book, Democracy and Development in Africa, published by the 
Brookings Institution, Washington, DC, in 1996. In this book, Ake observes that: For 
most Africans, incomes are lower than they were two decades ago, health prospects are 
poorer, malnutrition is widespread, and infrastructure and social institutions are 
breaking down.' The book then traces the evolution and failure of Africa's development 
policies. Yet despite Africa's widespread authoritarianism and stagnation, the roots of 
which Professor Ake analyses, he concludes with hope, stating that: 'The struggle over 
the political framework that will enable the development project to finally take off is 
now in progress, and the prospects for development are promising.' If he is right, it will 
be in no small measure due to the political courage of visionary Africans like himself. 

E. Wayne Nafziger and Raimo Vayrynen 
Research Project Co-Directors 

UNU/WIDER 
January 1997 
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ABSTRACT 

This paper provides a beginning toward explaining why humanitarian emergencies have 
been so substantial in the post-cold war era, a period expected to be less violent. The 
humanitarian emergencies of the contemporary period tend to be state-centred, focus on 
identity claims, and occur in developing countries facing the contradictions of capitalist 
modernity. State-making in developing countries is the political equivalent of primitive 
accumulation in a capitalist economy; to create a state requires conquest and subjugation 
though the appropriation and monopoly of the means of violence. State building 
involves both vertical (hierarchical) and horizontal (ethnic) articulations. Civil society 
can aid in preventing humanitarian emergencies, but only when civil society is 
associated with democratization. Indeed democratization is the most salient factor for 
addressing humanitarian emergencies. In a truly democratic society where there is the 
rule of law, equal opportunity, accountability of power, and a leadership sensitive to 
social needs, primary group identities will be less appealing. In such circumstances, 
humanitarian emergencies are less likely to occur. 
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I INTRODUCTION 

Humanitarian emergencies are not specific to the contemporary world. They have 
occurred with uncanny inevitability in every historical epoch. However in this era, they 
have acquired a singular significance by their incidence, spread and intensity. And also 
by their poignancy in a post-cold war world which was reasonably expected to be less 
violent. 

How do we explain this rash of humanitarian emergencies and their tragic enormity? 
Clearly, humanitarian emergencies are complex phenomena which are highly 
differentiated and thus difficult to explain. However, a close look at recent instances 
reveals commonalties suggestive of explanations, at any rate, heuristic devices. 

First, the humanitarian emergencies of the present era are state-centred. They 
tendentially occur as a result of hostile interactions within states rather than between 
states. Students of conflict agree on this. According to K. J. Holsti, there were 58 wars 
and armed conflicts between 1945-89 of which 47 were engendered in the domestic 
realm. In much the same vein, Rudolph Rummel in Death by Government (1994) 
estimates that of the approximately 169 million people who died between 1900 and 
1987 from armed conflicts, approximately 130 million of them died from genocide 
committed by the state, while less than 30 million died from inter-state wars. It would 
appear that humanitarian emergencies are not only state-centred, they are associated 
with the use of state power. 

Second, with minor exceptions, humanitarian emergencies tend to be associated with 
identity claims and identity solidarities if only as ideological representation. The 
identities involved are not usually the partial identities of associational life such as 
occupational identities but primary or primordial identities which tend to be cultural and 
totalistic. This is why humanitarian emergencies are so readily taken for ethnic conflicts 
or cultural clashes. 

Third, humanitarian emergencies tend to occur in developing countries especially those 
which are facing, in an acute form, the contradictions of capitalist modernity such as 
dislocations in power, economic, and status hierarchies, failed development projects, 
intensifying poverty amidst rising expectations, anomie, identity anxieties, and the 
adjustments and frustrations of coping with an intrusive technocratic capitalist culture 
which is increasingly enamoured of its own universal validity. 

What explanation do these commonalties suggest? In order to address this question, it is 
necessary to explore briefly, the role of the state in developing societies. The state in 
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developing countries is burdened with onerous responsibilities which it is hardly in a 
position to fulfil. In particular, it is supposed to undertake economic development in the 
face of a weak or non-existent entrepreneurial class. Along with that daunting challenge, 
it is also expected to undertake state-building, nation-building and political integration. 
The problem is that these are tasks which presuppose the absence of the state or its 
rudimentary existence. Somewhat incongruously, a fledgling state is expected to tame 
the anarchy of complex heterogeneities and their immanent centrifugal ism when it is 
ludicrously weak. Quite clearly, this is an improbable proposition. 

Nonetheless, these states contrive determinedly to turn their nominal claim to statehood 
into a substantive claim. For it is clearly in the interest of those who control them to do 
so given the prestige, material resources and political leverage which come from 
international recognition. Acknowledging this interest, they invariably proclaim a 
project of state-building, all the more so because they are locked into this role by the 
international norm of the inalienability of judicial statehood. 

State-making is perhaps best understood as the political equivalent of primitive 
accumulation, except that it is more violent still. It entails conquest and 
subjugation - conquest, because the state power which is projected in the process is 
arbitrary power since those on whom it is projected originally owed no political 
allegiance to the state makers. State making entails revoking the autonomy of 
communities and subjecting them to alien rulership within a bigger political order, 
laying claim to the resources of the subordinated territory including claims over the lives 
of those who live there. To effect these claims, the state must appropriate and 
monopolize the means of violence. 

Of course state making is not undifferentiated in its dynamics and impact. For instance, 
in post-colonial societies, especially Africa, state-building has a very high conflict 
potential. Charles Tilly's explanation of the particularly high cost of state-building in 
Europe namely, the fact that they started amidst highly decentralized societies which 
were also peasant societies, applies to many contemporary post-colonial societies in 
Africa. In Africa, the trauma is compounded by a high degree of social heterogeneity as 
well as hostilities between autonomous communities arising from colonial strategies of 
domination. 
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II STATE-BUILDING AND HUMANITARIAN EMERGENCIES 

Against this background, it is easier to explain humanitarian emergencies in the 
contemporary world. They have to do with the interface of the state-building project 
with the contradictions of capitalist modernity at a special historical conjuncture. To 
understand this interface and its relation to humanitarian emergencies, it is necessary to 
see how the state project and civil society interact. 

The process of state-making may be seen from two perspectives. First, from the 
perspective of the centralization of power, that is, the imposition of political dominion 
over discrete social formations which were not previously part of one polity. These 
processes of centralization, we call vertical articulations. They include the imposition of 
a chain of command, the extraction of political allegiance and taxation, the making and 
administration of law, the transformation of the subject social formations into a coherent 
polity and economy and the breakdown of centres of resistance to the centralizing 
nucleus. Vertical articulations, started since colonial times, continue today with only 
modest achievement in state-building. 

They have instigated, by their threatening character, related processes which we call 
horizontal articulations. These processes include the renewal of primordial identities and 
solidarities as a defence against the coercive incursion of central power, and competition 
among the subject communities to access central power and if possible capture it, 
competition to capture the economic resources and opportunities accruing from 
economic development, strategies for evading the state's demands and coercive 
sanctions, alliances and projects for local empowerment, the cultivation by groups of 
identities and solidarities, manoeuvres for forms of exclusivity by which elites of 
particular groups and communities attempt to disable or to disenfranchise potential 
competitors. 

Extrapolating from the history of Europe, we tendentially assume that state-building is 
occurring in the developing countries. But in many of them, especially in Africa, what is 
happening is precisely its negation. Threatened with violence by a state which is 
perceived as illegitimate, and in the context of deep social cleavages, the absence of an 
objective force to mediate conflict and a rudimentary development of the rule of law, the 
communities, ethnicities and nationalities which the new state seeks to unite tend to drift 
further apart even when some coercive unity is achieved. People tendentially retreat into 
primary groups which become the beneficiary of their residual loyalty. This centrifugal 
tendency is enhanced by changing international attitudes towards the necessity of state: 
building and the sanctity of the state. The international community is giving stronger 
support to human rights, minority rights and democratization in full knowledge that such 
support affects the stability and viability of states. There is more tolerance of the 
prospects of state disintegration after the cold war when the strategic interests of the 



great powers and the conditions of global stability have been redefined. The process of 
globalization especially economic transnationalization and regional integration and the 
new telecommunications technologies have created a situation in which the state no 
longer looks like the inevitable political organization of humankind. 
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III THE ROLE OF CIVIL SOCIETY 

That is not to say that the state withers away. It remains in so far as it enjoys judicial 
statehood nationally and internationally. It remains as long as it can launch and manage 
collective projects, however perfunctorily, monopolize force and command obedience. 
But many third world states are not respublicae, the incarnation of corporate political 
identity. The postcolonial state in Africa, for instance, is typically an enormous power 
resource, as beneficial to those who control it as it is dangerous to those who are in no 
position to control it. Political society is a contested terrain where alien social groups go 
to fight for the appropriation of state power or to limit their exposure to its abuse. 

The anxieties arising from vertical articulations in civil society are compounded by the 
state's lack of autonomy which means that it is unable to mediate the conflicts arising 
from vertical articulations, an inability which becomes a major source of anxiety 
rendering the struggle for the appropriation of the state more Hobbesian still and 
increasing the prospects of civil wars, systemic breakdowns, and humanitarian 
emergencies. 

There is an interesting reversal of popular conceptions of the significance of civil society 
in this context. Before going into this, it is well to note that the application of civil 
society to developing countries especially those with highly limited penetration of 
capitalism is problematic. For civil society is ideally a phenomenon of industrial 
capitalism. That is why the classical theorists of civil society notably Adam Ferguson, 
Adam Smith, David Hume, Max Weber, Friedrich Hegel and Karl Marx understood it as 
bourgeois society. If civil society is ideally a capitalist phenomenon, it is not exclusively 
so. The essence of civil society is difference, diversity and autonomy. In the most 
sophisticated treatment of civil society (Hegel's Philosophy Right), civil society is the 
moment of particularity mediating between the unity of the family and the universality 
of the state in the sphere of ethical life. In civil society, individuals and groups are in 
dedicated pursuit of self-interest amidst some order and cooperation rendered by the 
coincidence of self-interests. 

Civil society is so taken for granted as the very kernel of democratic society that it is no 
longer easy to reconnect with the fact that the concept was pressed into this service as a 
result of the devalourization of democracy, especially the rejection of the classical idea 
of democracy as popular power. Civil society was popularized in the redefinition of 
democracy from active direct participation in rulership, in individual and collective self-
determination to the modest privilege of protection against the power of the state. This 
is the concept of democracy which underlies the protectionist theory of democracy. By 
this theory, democracy is no longer about the exercise of sovereignty, active 
participation or the expression or withholding of consent. It is merely about the 
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possibility of being shielded from the oppressive power of the state, that is to say, the 
possibility of negative freedom. 

Somewhat paradoxically, in the course of a rising tide of conservative revisionism, civil 
society has become the incarnation of democratic possibilities. To serve this purpose of 
redefining democracy, the content of civil society which received emphasis was 
particularity, diversity, autonomy and countervailing forces. In this sense, the concept of 
civil society may be applied to societies in which the development of commodity 
relations is still rudimentary. In the context of developing countries, the elements of 
civil society are a mixture of secondary and primary groups. Primary groups especially, 
ethnicities, nationalities, kinship groups, communal groups, language groups and 
religious sects tend to be very influential in such societies. 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, civil society is extraordinarily vibrant in developing 
countries. This is partly because of extremely threatening influences especially state-
building and the push for development. They come with threats of changing power and 
status hierarchies, the intrusion of an aggressive technocratic capitalist culture, massive 
and ubiquitous change, anomie, and orientational upheaval. These anxieties ignite a 
frantic search for security including identity security. For developing countries under 
these pressures and anxieties, there is a tendency to focus on holistic cultural identities, 
for the simple reason that this is the requisite solidarity for dealing with treats that are 
cultural ubiquitous and multifaceted. 

Unfortunately, such identity solidarities are typically primary group solidarities 
characterized by exclusivity. They define their elements culturally and make totalistic 
claims on them. When such identify groups engage in conflict, it is invariably intense, 
because their claims tend to be categorical and exclusive. More importantly, conflicts 
involving such identities are intense because when such cultural and holistic identities 
are threatened, their members usually feel that their very being and way of life are at 
stake. Humanitarian emergencies are largely identity-related conflicts associated with 
the vibrancy of civil society in response to vertical and horizontal articulations. 

If humanitarian emergencies are in this sense a manifestation of the vibrancy of civil 
society, then the virtues of civil society in ensuring democratic stability is ambiguous, or 
at any rate the relationship between civil society and democracy is problematic: It may 
well be that autonomy, diversity, plurality of power centres and competition underlie the 
democratic society. Nonetheless, it is also the case that the interaction of these elements 
can produce significant political pathologies. 

Conventional treatments of civil society have been misleading by their uncritical 
emphasis on how civil society sustains democracy while largely ignoring the impact of 
democracy on civil society. The relationship between democracy and civil society is 
reciprocal. Civil society can express and sustain democracy but only to the extent that 
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civil society itself is already tamed by some democratization, however rudimentary. It is 
precisely because civil society is dissociated from democracy that it manifests 
pathologies such as humanitarian emergencies. 
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IV THE ROLE OF DEMOCRACY 

By its effect on civil society, democracy is rendered a very important aspect of the 
explanation of humanitarian emergencies. While the dynamics of state/society 
articulations amidst the contradictions of capitalist modernity may underlie 
humanitarian emergencies, circumstances associated with lack of democracy are the 
trigger mechanisms of these emergencies. Therefore, democratization is the initial, and, 
arguably, the most salient factor for addressing humanitarian emergencies. 

This may seem odd. It certainly runs in the face of conventional wisdom which tends to 
see democratization in developing countries as a major cause of the rising tide of violent 
conflicts. It has been argued that the opening of democratic space throws up many 
groups pulling in different directions, that it causes demand overload, systemic; 
breakdown and even violent conflict. But the logic of this agreement is uneasy. Surely, it 
is not the opening of democratic space which brings out groups to demand rights, roles, 
justice, autonomy, etc. Rather, it is the making of these demands especially the demand 
for rights, justice and incorporation, which brings about the opening of democratic 
space. 

Admittedly, democratization may be said to have some conflict potential since it entails 
redistribution of power which is invariably resisted by those in power. Again this is 
misleading. Why should the burden of causing conflict lie on those who are engaged in 
emancipatory struggles for participatory politics and a just order? Why should it not 
rather lie on those who aggressively, and often violently, deny others their entitlements? 

Democracy is not without contradictions but it would appear to be the appropriate focus 
for addressing humanitarian emergencies. To underscore this, it is important to recall the 
salient elements of these emergencies. The elements are the coercive ecumenicism of 
state-building breeding insecurity, fear and a Hobbesian power struggle compounded by 
the contradictions of modernity including orientational upheaval, identity crisis, and 
retreat to primary group solidarities. Democracy offers the rule of law, accountability 
and immunity from arbitrary power which are the elements needed to banish the 
insecurity spawned by aggressive state power. It is only democratic politics and 
participatory development which can reverse the degeneration of development as an 
exercise in self-alienation. 

Finally, more than anything else, it is democracy which can reduce responsiveness to 
ethnic appeal and the belligerence of primary group identity affirmation. For in most 
developing countries where people respond to ethnic ideologies, they do so because 
state power is privatized, arbitrary and oppressive. In the worst of them, all but a few 
citizens encounter the state as ruthless tax collectors, boorish policemen, bullying 
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soldiers, corrupt judges and insensitive officialdom. Everyday, they encounter the state 
as a maze of regulations through which they have to beg, bribe or cheat their way. In a 
truly democratic dispensation where there is the rule of law, equal opportunity, 
accountability of power, a leadership sensitive to social needs because its power 
depends on consent, and attentive to all interests because every vote counts, primary 
group identities will be less appealing. In such circumstances humanitarian emergencies 
are less likely. 
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